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Introduction to Heirs of the Fallen
 
By James A. West
 
 
From the start, I intended for this collection to be a monolithic history of a particular family line, a story that spanned centuries, if not longer. I wanted to make my mark by digging deep into those grim dark years we often hear about but rarely get to experience, the age between some great cataclysm and the resumption of life as we know it. Like many of us, I want and intend a lot of things—most are insanely ambitious—but somewhere between the series’s germination and completion, I mourned the passing of a fantasy great, Robert Jordan, of The Wheel of Time fame. I expect I was not alone in my grief and shock at Jordan’s untimely demise.
In the final months of 2007, I reevaluated my own work, and a slow-building worry began to take root in my heart.What if I don’t finish what I started?
Perhaps this line of thinking was morbid—at the time, I simply considered it realistic—but every time I fired up my computer and saw all those file folders loaded with innumerable plots and so many unfinished story lines, I’d get nervous. Added to this self-imposed burden were the usual publishing hurdles that plague most young authors, and a steady piling up of years against my life.
All those fears and obstacles eventually won the day, and I decided the best thing was to rework all I had done to that point. The end result was a single-volume version of The God King, which I’d originally written as a long trilogy. To my mind, the novel still had the soul of epic fantasy, but it was a lean soul, without too much fluff. Keeping to this lean style, Crown of the Setting Sun followed, as did Shadow and Steel, and finally Wrath of the Fallen….
So here we are today, with a complete series gathered all in one place, a series that covers a lot of what I wanted to when it first popped into my head, but perhaps not all of it—I really don’t think I could ever cover so much ground, even if I was given ten lifetimes.
So, am I satisfied with Heirs of the Fallen? As a whole, yes. Are there some things I’d do differently, if I could reverse the sands of time? Of course I would, but I think we can all say that about one thing or another.
But what about my underlying concern, that nagging fear of not finishing what I started? Well, to be honest, I’ve come around to the idea that fearing that which is completely out of our hands is a waste of time and energy—especially things like, say, getting squashed by a flaming meteorite before meeting one goal or another. All I can do from here on is to hope for the blessing of time to share what I discover when I go rooting about in my mind.
For now, I offer you Heirs of the Fallen; a story of heroes and villains, loss and triumph, despair and courage; a story about human weakness and human strength; a story that I hope will satisfy, in some small way, the hunger to take up your sword and shield and join the adventure.
 
Thanks for reading,
James
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PART I
Ends and Beginnings
 
 
 




Chapter 1
 
 
   With a crackle of thunder, a nacreous veil flashed into existence over the large granite basin, casting the chamber in a cold dead light. Prince Varis Kilvar stifled a fearful shout as the rumbling peal faded, replaced by demonic howls that burst through the luminous shroud and soared into the murky heights of the ancient temple’s domed ceiling. A shiver crept over his shaven scalp, rippled the muscles of his lithe figure, as those perverse cries slithered and crept over rotten stone with mindful purpose. Only a deep and abiding hunger rooted him to the spot, that which had first compelled him to journey to this wretched place. Fighting waves of dread, he waited and watched.
Rising from pale, dripping slime that covered the floor and walls, the moist reek of ancient death permeated the stuffy air. The gloomy vault of decayed stone was no place for the living. He glanced fully at the basin, which an ancient tome named the Well of Creation. The tattered book claimed that within the basin’s depths, waiting eons for someone to claim it, lay a source of power greater than any mankind had ever imagined … a power never meant for mortal hands. Old books said many things, some false, some not, but the woman of spirit, her voice heard clearly within his mind, had affirmed the tome’s claims.
Ignoring the unclean noises still eddying through the stagnant air, Varis edged closer to the Well of Creation. Long had he waited and planned for this moment. Moreover, he had driven cold steel into the beating hearts of more than one magus in order to safeguard his secret ambition. All the while, he had mistakenly believed the nameless temple and its lost treasure would be a thing of beauty, majesty. Instead, he found darkness and decay. No matter. He would not flee. He would take what he had come for, what was
his.
A figure shifted under the veil, a vague outline of some …
thing.
Varis swallowed nervously, unable to keep his hand from reaching out. His fingertips came within a hair’s breadth of brushing across the malformed face pressing up against the underside of the iridescent shroud. The lumpen features turned, slowly, drawn to the living warmth of his flesh. The creature’s toothless maw gaped wide and, at the last possible moment, just as those misshapen jaws abruptly snapped shut, Varis jerked back, lips curled in disgust.
Frantically scrubbing his hands together, it crossed his mind that the tome had not mentioned anything other than the Well of Creation resting within the lost temple, certainly nothing about a shimmering veil, or a demonic host lurking beneath it. But then, neither had that ratty volume mentioned the woman of spirit, she who had filled his head with grand visions of what he would become.
As if drawn by his thought, the woman’s voice filled the temple. “You stand at the threshold between two worlds, where no man ever has before.”
Varis flinched, eyes wild and searching, but finding nothing he had not already discovered. He had not heard the woman since he departed Ammathor. Yet, like a barbed hook gouged into the ethereal flesh of his spirit, her promises had pressed him into the company of uncouth warriors, dragged him across countless and searing leagues of desert, deep into a vast swamp, and finally here, to this place, this temple that held within its befouled core the key to his destiny.
“You stand within arm’s reach of all you desire,” she went on, as always her tone enticing beyond all reason, “yet you hesitate. Have you reconsidered my offer, Prince of Aradan?”
Prince of Aradan.
Coming from her that title sounded more like a mockery than an honorific. Varis continued to search the shadows. Besides himself and a rat sharing a corner with a great spider on its web, there was nothing living within the temple. He could not see her now, and never had, but her presence pressed hard against his being, more so than at any other time since she had first spoken to him in the deepest subterranean reaches of the Hall of Wisdom.
“I assure you,” the spirit woman added in a low purr, “if you take what I freely give, you will gain boons greater than any man has ever imagined for himself.”
“Is your gift a blessing … or a curse?” Varis asked the spectral voice.
He had thought long and hard on the journey about just what she promised: power unchecked, absolute domination of friend and foe …
immortality. Yet he was no fool. Niggling doubts remained. If her gift was a blessing then why had no others ever taken it in hand? Why had the knowledge of the Well of Creation been hidden away until it was forgotten and lost, save a single shred of evidence that he had chanced upon in an obscure book? What dangers awaited him, should he take what she offered?
Another face bulged under the veil, this one of angular features and long, ragged fangs. A fresh chorus of malevolent cries filled the dim chamber. Like wet tongues, those voices crawled through the shadowed temple, eagerly wriggled over Varis, seeming to savor the taste of his skin.
She spoke again. “If you were but a crofter who preferred grubbing in the muck to sustain your existence, then my gift would be wasted on you, a bitter curse. Yet your beating heart sings to me the song of unquenchable desire, a longing for supremacy. For you, Prince of Aradan, what I offer is the highest blessing you will ever receive. Freely accept what I give … and the power of
gods
will flow through your veins.”
Varis’s pulse quickened, but he tempered his eagerness. Life at the king’s palace had taught him that free gifts were often rife with hidden dangers and strings.
“These tortured creatures,” he said, sweeping his palm over a crablike shape, “were they once men who learned too late their folly of trusting a … a voice in the night?”
Cool feminine laughter raised a rash of gooseflesh over his skin. “Do these abominations
look
like men? No,” she answered for him, “of course not. These were never human. They are the Fallen, the
mahk’lar, the children of the Three. They are, Prince of Aradan, what men name demons. I admit, the meaning of that word is fitting.”
Varis’s stomach clenched violently at her revelation, despite that she had spoken casually of the Fallen, as if such were of no matter. While the knowledge of the existence of the Well of Creation might have been all but lost, the Fallen were a source of nightmares and countless dark tales.
“Why are they here?” Varis asked, unable to hide the quaver in his voice. “It is taught that the Three imprisoned their first children in
Geh’shinnom’atar, the Thousand Hells.”
“So they did.”
“But if this is the Well of Creation, then… .” Varis’s unspoken question dwindled away.
Her silence lingered, weighing on him, before she finally spoke.
“When the Three learned that the evil of their children was growing too great to control, they destroyed them and imprisoned their spirits within the Thousand Hells. As a penance to their own creator, Pa’amadin, the Three made a race of gentler beings—mortal men—who are but weak creatures forced to rely upon their limited wit and the pathetic strength that rests in their limbs.
“As a final act of contrition, the Three devised the Well of Creation and forsook their own power—a choice that ultimately led to their demise. The veil you see before you is the manifestation of that collected power, all that remains of the Three. Since that time, those energies have served as the capstone to
Geh’shinnom’atar, ensuring that the Fallen remain imprisoned.”
The Three are dead?
Other than ceremonial acts, Varis had never been overly pious, but the idea that the Three, who were worshipped in Aradan and most southern realms as living gods, were in truth dead, shook him to his core. It took no imagination to understand that the unveiling of a secret such as that would destroy much, from the halls of power down to the common man.
His mind awhirl, Varis cautiously asked, “And who are
you?”
Her rising laughter filled the chamber, even as the cries of the demonic spirits abruptly grew still. “I am the Precious One of the Three, Prince of Aradan, their very first and greatest creation. I am a being of spirit, made wholly in their image. In the beginning, I was free to explore the mysteries of the universe, but after my creators made
Geh’shinnom’atar
and destroyed the flesh of the Fallen, Pa’amadin created a means to cleanse the taint of sin from the wretched souls of men—this, so that he might enjoy their pure and childlike presence in Paradise. He forced that task of
refinement
upon me, and bound my spirit to the Thousand Hells. Only the smallest ways can I reach beyond my realm.”
She paused, letting her words wash over Varis, then went on.
“Men, in time, with all their emerging wisdom,” she said in a sardonic tone, “deduced my purpose and named me Peropis, Eater of the Damned. As the sins of men are my meat and wine, my title is accurate. Pa’amadin’s curse—an unrighteous punishment contrived simply because I was the first and strongest creation of his own wayward children—is that I must sup upon the poison of men’s souls before they join him. In his twisted judgment it is better that I, alone, though innocent, should be condemned for the sanctification of many.”
The hatred in her words seared Varis, but his dismay had nothing to do with her ire. That he stood in the presence of the Fallen horrified him, but having
Peropis
in his mind was another trouble entirely.
The temple walls seemed to be closing in, and the scant light was fading, wrapping him about like the bindings of a death shroud. He struggled for breath, began backing away. All thoughts of ruling an empire fled his heart, and the glory that awaited the one who wielded the power of gods was but a pathetic dream in the face of dealing with a being steeped for eons in the essence of absolute evil.
Before he could flee, Peropis spoke in calming tones. “No matter that children’s tales claim I ride the winds of midnight storms in search of innocent flesh to devour, I cannot don the mantel of my own living flesh, for I am and have ever been a being of spirit.
Geh’shinnom’atar
is my home, and the world of the living is denied me by the power of Pa’amadin. Rest easy, Prince of Aradan, for terrorizing mortals has never been my desire.”
After a few more halting steps, Varis drew up short. Peropis, by her own admission, would never trouble him, nor desired to.
“If I accept your offer,” Varis asked, “will I become as a god?”
“Indeed,” Peropis answered without hesitation.
“And what do
you
gain?”
“Vengeance,” Peropis growled.
“Against whom?”
“Pa’amadin.”
Varis mulled that for a time, then decided that a war between gods was nothing to him.
“Tell me what I must do,” he said, failing to hide his eagerness.
“You must prove yourself. Your worth must be tested, Prince of Aradan. And, too, your strength. The human weakness of your spirit and mortal flesh must be stripped away. You must come to me—into
Geh’shinnom’atar. I will devour your failings, replace them with an indomitable spirit and incorruptible flesh. I will make you immortal.”
“And if I should fail this test?” Varis asked, cautious again.
“If you were so weak,” she declared, “I would not have drawn you to me.”
Drawn you to me?
Varis bit back an acerbic response. Without her, he had found the ancient tome, with its secrets about the Well of Creation. Without her, he had gleaned from its ancient writing what holding such power would mean for him. Only after he had found the tome, and murdered the few doddering fools who had unknowingly guarded that secret knowledge, had Peropis made herself known to him. In truth, she had come to him like a beggar hoping for a morsel?
Or has she controlled my actions from my very birth?
a speculative voice asked.
“I grow impatient,” Peropis warned. “For long ages have I waited for the birth of one as strong as you, a man after mine own heart … someone on whom I can bestow the powers of gods. Come to me, now, and take what I have held safe.”
I will be as a god,
Varis thought again. His heart fluttered with anticipation. As if from a dream, a few words written in the tome drifted to the forefront of his mind, words meant as a warning, but were to him a promise:
Within the Well of Creation are hidden powers to remake a man into a creator and a destroyer, the ruler of all.
Varis edged closer to the crumbling granite vessel, halting when his thighs pressed against the cool, rough surface. Distantly, he noted that the temple floor shifted with the sound of cracking stone. It was nothing to him, a trifle far, far away. He glided his palms over the rim, careful to keep from dragging his fingers across the shimmering membrane that held in check the creatures below it—the Fallen, the
mahk’lar.
“Come to me,” Peropis urged. “Pass through the veil, my prince. This day, gods will die in men’s hearts, and another will rise.
Come to me.”
Pushing aside all his inborn caution, Varis plunged his hands into the undulating shroud of silvery, blue-white radiance. His eyes widened as the fluidic barrier between two worlds closed over his wrists with an icy grip. The veil grew brighter with every beat of his thudding heart, bathing his stunned features in a frosty glow. The demonic howls climbed to a fever pitch. At the same instant, a column of blue fire burst from the Well of Creation, melting the flesh from his bones. Before his smoking corpse could fall, misshapen hands caught hold of his charred skeleton, and dragged it into
Geh’shinnom’atar.




Chapter 2
 
 
   With an irritated growl, mercenary Kian Valara hurled his dagger at a mossy tree several paces away. The blade flashed end for end and struck the trunk with a loud thud. On either side of the quivering blade hung two halves of the same leaf. The satisfaction of a fine throw did not lessen his frustration with his charge, Prince Varis Kilvar. Highborn fools of any land, he concluded for the hundredth time that morning, were barely worth the gold they paid for his services. And Varis was the worst of the lot he had ever had the misfortune of guarding. Of course, if he had trusted his instincts, he would not be idling about in the swamp.
His first experience with Varis was at a clandestine meeting in Ammathor’s most sordid district, the Chalice. The prince, a whip-thin, somewhat snaky youth who was too pretty by half, had been vague about his destination, saying only that he would pay a king’s ransom for protection along a secret journey. As to how his absence would be explained, Varis assured Kian that he would deal with the issue. Against his better judgment, Kian had obliged. Gold, after all, spoke with a powerful voice, especially when just half of what Varis had promised was enough to buy a throne in Kian’s homeland of Izutar.
After the company set out from Ammathor, the princeling ordered a fast march due west across the Kaliayth Desert. Varis’s continual study of the horizon at their backs told Kian that he feared the House Guard would come riding after them, no matter his assurances to the contrary. But after three days with no pursuit, the prince had relaxed, and so did Kian.
Afterward, Varis kept himself aloof, not uncommon for an Aradaner noble in the presence of men of lower birth, especially Izutarians. Such was something that used to anger Kian, but he had learned to take an Aradaner’s veiled insults and haughty manner as easily as he took their gold. Broad, brutish smiles and the occasional grunt ensured his employers never suspected that he loathed them as much as they loathed him. Still, crossing leagues of sun-baked rock, sand, and scrub with a prince in tow, had worn thin Kian’s practiced brutishness. Of smiles, he had none left to give.
The prince had spoken little, save to inquire about their daily progress. What angered Kian was that Prince Varis had purposely kept back the tidbit that they would ultimately journey to Qaharadin Marshes—a vile swamp avoided by all but madmen and desperate firemoss hunters. In this, the fool boy’s secrecy had made Kian’s task more difficult. Each mission required different preparations, men, and skills, but the prince had only grudgingly allowed that he desired to travel abroad in the kingdom. And so had Kian prepared, assuming Varis wanted to sow his seed throughout Aradan. Such a mission as that would have been simple, even boring.
Yet now, far from Ammathor and days deep into the vast border swamp between Aradan and Falseth, Kian and his company were standing about like fools, getting eaten alive by a thousand unnamed insects, stewing in their own foul sweat, all while the middling prince of Aradan investigated some rundown temple of unknown origin.
The temple—and how the prince had led them to it—had stirred an initial curiosity, but Kian was fast reaching his boiling point. Highborn or no, gold or no, he’d had enough of this farce. It was past time to take the princeling back to Ammathor and deposit him into the care of his family.
“A fair throw,” Hazad said, dismissing his captain’s anger out of hand. Bigger in girth and height than Kian, and ugly as ten sins, Hazad smirked behind his wild black beard braids. “I, however, could have done better.”
“Then do so,” Kian invited.
In mock astonishment, Hazad’s dark eyes flew wide as he slapped his palms around the leather belt girding his trousers. “Seems I’ve misplaced my dagger.”
“Use mine,” Azuri said with a wry grin. From a finely tooled leather sheath at his belt, he drew a blade as beautiful as it was sharp. The dagger suited his cold, handsome features. In carriage and dress, Azuri was more a foppish lordling than a hardened mercenary, but Kian had seen many a lout back down from the fair-haired Izutarian after taking a closer look into his flat gray eyes. Those poor fools who had mistrusted their instincts had suffered,
greatly.
Hazad’s gaze lifted from the dagger to the owner, unfazed by Azuri’s troubling stare. “Your dainty knife would snap with the force of one of my throws,” he boasted. “Besides, I’d hate to mar the blade with sap and force you to carry something so tarnished.”
As he tucked the weapon back into its sheath, Azuri said to Kian, “Rest assured that yours was a marvelous throw. As for this unruly cur, he is more likely to make a eunuch of himself than toss a dagger in the right direction. Better to place a cudgel in his hand, and hope he does not batter in his own head with it.”
A wide grin split the unruly plaits of Hazad’s beard. Without a word, he hawked and spat. Azuri squawked in outrage and leapt backward, nearly losing his footing in the swamp’s pervasive mud and moldering leaves. “You son of a poxy whore!”
Hazad retorted with a mocking grin. He was the only man Kian had ever seen who could put Azuri out of countenance—and the only man who had no fear of doing so.
Kian could not suppress a smile. As often as the two squabbled, and as different as they looked from one another, they were, with himself included, as close as brothers. The two had stood fast beside Kian since they were but starving urchins trying to survive in an enemy’s city. Izutarians all three, they had suffered the same plight as many children during the aftermath of the war between Izutar and Falseth. The conflict went badly for Izutar, a disorderly nation made up of dozens of rival kings with no loyalties to one another. That disharmony led to the enslavement of many thousands of his people. Izutarian parents with honor, believing that starving free was better than dying in chains, sent their children away to fend for themselves. And so, lost half a thousand leagues from the icy steppes and forested mountains of Izutar Kian, Hazad, and Azuri had found each other in the wild streets of the Falsethian coastal city of Marso. Back then, stealing food and keeping clear of slavers had been their greatest concerns. Their fortunes, guided from the beginning by Kian, had eventually changed.
Now Kian’s companions offered strong and deadly arms in keeping wealthy charges safe. Commanding a mercenary company was not an endeavor that garnered fame and glory, but it served Kian and his men well enough. These days, more than ever.
As dark times had come to Izutar, now suffered Aradan, the greatest kingdom since the fall of the Suanahad Empire. As Izutar had been, Aradan was torn as much from within as from without. With new rebellions rising almost daily, and powerful nobles often standing against the Ivory Throne itself, as well as the danger of the nomadic Bashye clans, and Tureecian raiders from the south, there was more than enough trouble to keep all three men awash in gold.
While Hazad and Azuri settled into a deeper argument, Kian retrieved his dagger. After wiping off the sap, he armed sweat from his brow. The sun had been up a mere two hours, and already the day was sweltering. But then, nights in the swamp were hardly cool in comparison. Insects of all shapes and sizes droned in the marsh’s green shadows, lighting upon exposed skin to feast on sweat or blood. Just the sound of them was enough to make his flesh itch and crawl. With equal abandon, snakes and lizards slithered or scurried through high boughs and underfoot. Unnamed beasts screamed and howled in the steamy, verdant reaches. All around, birds called and flitted in colorful flashes, but of the sixty-man company of saffron-robed Asra a’Shah mercenaries Kian had hired for this mission, he saw not one. Like the dark-skinned folk of Aradan, the lethal men of Geldain were more accustomed to sand and stone and sun than dripping marshes. Despite this, they blended effortlessly into the foreign landscape.
Kian forced himself to wait for the prince to find whatever he was looking for, all the while thinking about escaping back to the arid wastes of the Kaliayth Desert—a harsh wasteland in its own right, but far better than the swamp.
Swatting a host of midges away from his face, Kian turned to study the stone temple, a domed building of unusual, even remarkable design. It might have been beautiful at one time, but now its pitted surface was covered in vines, creepers, and witchmoss. Dampness and invading roots had crumbled its stones, giving it the look of an ancient, slumbering beast stricken with leprosy. Towering trees obscured most of the sunlight, but a few rays filtered down, and the temple’s grim surface seemed to writhe with green and gold shadows.
Kian upended his waterskin, took a long swallow, then let the lukewarm stream dribble over his sun-darkened brow and cheeks to his broad chest. Next he wetted his long, dark hair. While not wholly refreshing, the water did cool him, a little. He and his companions had never returned to their icy homelands after escaping Marso, but at the moment he wished he were there, hunting frosted evergreen forests. Maybe after Varis was safely back in Ammathor they could ride that way, see about making new lives for themselves. By day they would hunt, and by night they would gather friends and family around the hearth fire, recounting their exploits. Yes, that sounded like a fine plan.
With a resigned sigh, Kian abandoned daydreams of the future, and called Hazad and Azuri to his side.
“Tell me what you saw in the temple,” Kian said to Hazad.
The man shrugged. “Same as you. Crumbled stone, moss, rats.” Sensing the deeper question, he added, “As to anything temple-ish, there was nothing, save maybe that crusty bathtub Varis was so interested in. Far as I’m concerned, that useless vessel would barely serve as a privy pot.”
Kian looked the question at Azuri, who repeated the assessment, though it seemed to pain him to agree with Hazad.
Kian glanced anew at the temple. “If none of us saw anything of worth or interest, what is keeping Varis so long? He has been inside at least an hour, perhaps longer.”
“I cannot speak to what he has found that is so appealing,” Hazad said. “But the boy is a strange one, even among Aradaner highborn. All he seems to speak of—when he talks at all—are the lost glories of Aradan, and what could have been had the right men sat the Ivory Throne. I suppose that old book he is always reading from has filled his head full of nonsense. More a scholar than a prince, I say. Worse than a Master of Wisdom of the Magi Order, or a Sister of Najihar. No one should read so much. Bad for the eyes.”
Azuri shook his head. “Pa’amadin grant that your willful ignorance remains your curse alone.” Before Hazad could respond, Azuri said, “Yet about Prince Varis, you have a valid point. The youth seems to have more interest in the forgotten kings, than becoming a king himself.”
“The princeling is far down the line of succession,” Hazad countered. “King Simiis may not be long for the world, old as he is, but Varis’s father, Prince Sharaal, is hale, as are Varis’s brothers. There is no reason the boy should worry overmuch about sitting the Ivory Throne for a good while, if ever. For that matter, I’d say no one is worried about him sitting the throne, given that he was so easily able to take his leave from the king’s city.”
“It is never foolish to prepare for the throne when you are of royal blood,” Azuri said ominously, using his dagger to clean his already immaculate fingernails. “The days are dark in Aradan, and growing darker. Who can say who will stand and who will fall, lowborn or high?”
Kian ran a hand over his still dripping hair. “We need not worry over the dealings of kings and princes of Aradan. Our only task is to see the princeling safe back to Ammathor, and there collect our due.”
Hazad nodded in agreement, but Azuri pressed on. “We tasted war with our mothers’ milk, and as boys supped on the meat of suffering and want. As I recall, neither flavor was sweet. Aradaners, to the last, can rot in the Thousand Hells for all I care, but I will keep a wary eye, and guard against the chance of getting caught up in their rivalries. If that means worrying over the dealings of highborn, in order to know when best to leave this realm, so be it.”
Kian silently vowed that he would not get dragged too deeply into Aradan’s strife. To his mind, he and his friends had earned the right to avoid this kingdom’s brewing troubles, even if they had collected the spoils of those troubles for many years.
“If the prince wants to stay here for a time, very well,” Kian said, “but we need to make sure he has not broken his fool neck, or been bitten by a viper—I daresay a dead prince is an unpaying prince.”
With Hazad and Azuri striding along at his flanks, Kian moved toward the temple. They were a score of paces away from the entrance when the earth shuddered with a low, almost inaudible groan. The trio halted, legs spread for balance. All around, hidden Asra a’Shah called out in alarm. From shaking trees, birds took to the sky in a discordant thunder of beating wings. When a stronger tremor hit, the shaking rumble of grinding stone filled the dank forest and threw the men to their bellies. Through a shifting screen of falling leaves, Kian saw a gaping crack spreading across the closest temple wall, and the domed roof was sagging inward, ready to collapse.
“To the prince!”
Kian bellowed.
Before anyone could react, Kian was up and running, each stride precarious on ground that was no longer firm. He had not taken three steps when a blast of azure fire burst through the top of the dome and roared skyward. Those flames melded into a solid column, searing away hanging boughs. A heartbeat later a nearly invisible wall of something like air burst from the temple and sent Kian soaring. A single strand of blue fire, no thicker than his little finger, flicked out of the temple and crawled over him. At its touch a searing cold heat cut through the very fiber of his being, sank deep into his bones. All thought and awareness was blasted away, leaving only agony. Kian began screaming.




Chapter 3
 
 
   Each of the four sides of Fortress Krevar’s outer wall measured a full mile in length, were a hundred paces thick at the base and tapered to twenty paces wide at the top, and stood over a hundred feet above the dusty floor of the Kaliayth Desert. At one time those walls had been a symbol of the distant Ivory Throne’s power and wealth. Now, with the extended absence of gold from Ammathor’s coffers, those walls were showing the signs of neglect, becoming an omen of Aradan’s looming demise.
Atop the Sister’s Tower, rising another hundred feet above the wallwalks, Sister Ellonlef Khala sat in a simple wicker chair enjoying the last of the cool breeze left over from the night before. For years, she had climbed the spiraling stairs before each dawn to collect her thoughts and prepare for the coming day. Over those years, she had come to understand that Aradan was suffering a slow death brought on by the internal squabbling of the king and his lords. Krevar, and all the other border fortresses, had once been well-supplied, but now the stronghold lay all but forgotten at the edge of the desert, and mostly left to fend for itself. Such freedom and anonymity might have been welcome in places that could sustain life, but built on the verge of the Kaliayth and the Qaharadin, day-to-day survival in Krevar was a brutal taskmaster that uncaringly molded and shaped its inhabitants into a hard and quietly bitter folk.
Dawn had come and gone two hours past, and now sunlight streamed through the four open arched windows ringing the tower’s square crown. As was her habit, Ellonlef sat writing in her journal. Instead of chronicling the goings on of Krevar as usual, this day she wrote that the three moons, the faces of the Three, were in near perfect alignment. At that, she gazed up at the unnerving sign. The moons had merged into what looked like a monstrous eye. The greatest of the Three, the face of the goddess Hiphkos, shone pale blue. Before her hung the middling moon, Memokk, which blazed with an amber light. Least among the Three, Attandaeus, burned a bright crimson that formed the pupil. That
eye
stared down on the world with undeniable malevolence. Before sunrise it had cast a greenish-red glow of putrefaction over the land. Now, with the sunlight gradually reaching the day’s full strength, the evil glare had waned.
Discomfited, she looked back at the journal. Soon she would deliver the leather-bound volume to King Simiis of Aradan, and another copy she would give to the Mother of the Najihar Order on the tiny island-city of Rida, which lay twelve leagues off Aradan’s eastern coast. From her current perch, home was nearly two hundred leagues distant. It might as well been a thousand, or ten thousand. A year left, Ellonlef thought wistfully, and her term of service and study would conclude.
She set the ink-stained scribing reed aside, sprinkled a pinch of blotting powder across the fresh words sinking into the velum page, then took a sip of tea. After a moment, she blew the chalky powder away. In the desert, ink dried as fast as everything else.
Taking another sip of tea, she supposed that Lord Marshal Otaker would be looking for her by now, no matter that she was guaranteed her quiet time. It was a rule based more on mutual respect than any authority on her part. Other lords of Aradan would not have been so lenient.
For near on a thousand years, since the fall of the Suanahad Empire, the Sisters of Najihar had exclusively served Aradan by secretly gathering knowledge from the other kingdoms of the world, as well as from within the borders of Aradan. Before that, the Sisters of Najihar, a sect solely made up of female scholars, had collected knowledge for knowledge’s sake. During the reign of Emperor u’Hadn of the shattered Suanahad Empire, all that had changed.
Emperor u’Hadn had been a man who greatly mistrusted his subordinates, and so ruled his empire with an iron fist. Of the Sisters of Najihar, u’Hadn had hated and feared them the most, though he had no reason to do so. To him, the merest potential that they could serve as the spies of his enemies meant that they should be eradicated.
Prince Edaer Kilvar, before he became the First King of Aradan, had also had his troubles with Emperor u’Hadn, his uncle. Like u’Hadn, he saw the potential in the Sisters of Najihar’s collected wisdom, but they refused to aid him in his struggle to break free of the bonds of the empire … at least until Emperor u’Hadn began a campaign of annihilation against the near defenseless Isle of Rida, to which the sisters had fled soon after u’Hadn had grasped the reins of power in Geldain.
As the prospects for the survival of Rida and the Sisters of Najihar grew dimmer, Edaer’s offer became more palatable, and the sisters finally agreed to trade their abilities of gathering information for Edaer’s protection. As it happened, he had not needed their counsel then. But in the years after his rebellion caused the Suanahad Empire to fracture into scores of rival kingdoms, he wisely used their insights to build Aradan into a great and rich kingdom, so much so that it eventually rivaled the past glories of the fallen empire that had given it birth. Edaer ultimately convinced the Sisters of Najihar to secretly produce a number of spies from among their order, which he directed against his enemies. And so it had been for near on a thousand years between the Ivory Throne and the Sisters of Najihar.
Though she had been trained in all ways of her order, Ellonlef served the Ivory Throne strictly in the capacity of an advisor to Lord Marshal Otaker, having spent nine of an allotted ten year term.
Nine years. Such a long time it seemed since she had gained the white robes commonly worn by her order. While she had learned much about Aradan in general, and the desolate border fortress and the man who commanded it in particular, she desperately longed to return to the rocky shores of home, to hear the cries of gulls gliding over the fish markets, to stride the twisting alleys and streets between the white-walled buildings and colorfully tiled roofs of Rida. But home had to wait a little while yet, as did the future husband that Mother Eulari had picked out for her.
Sadrin Corron was the man’s name and, not surprisingly on the Isle of Rida, he was a fisherman. Mother Eulari claimed the young man was kind, wise, and astonishingly fair to look upon. Ellonlef had no reason to doubt her mistress, nor did she fear the woman’s choice. Mother Eulari, among other talents, had a gift for choosing satisfying mates for her daughters. Among the Mothers of the Sisters of Najihar, that was a rare blessing indeed.
Another year at Krevar would feel like an eternity, but Ellonlef would be sad to go. After a fashion, she had made Krevar her home. When she came to the fortress, she had been excited by the prospect of all the new things she would learn; it had been a generation since one of her sisters had served here. Upon reflection, she understood why the writings of Sister Fira, the last woman to have resided at Krevar, had been so impossibly dry. The very aridness of the landscape seemed to desiccate all life and emotion and desire from the folk who populated the massive fortress and the surrounding wastelands. Even the constant Tureecian and Bashye threat, and the kingdom’s internal machinations, held little interest for the folk hereabout. To them, Ellonlef had deduced with a deep measure of sympathy, life was naught but sand and dust, followed by death. If the latter came sooner, so much the better.
The people of Krevar are as hard and uncaring as the scorched red stones that pave the desert floor,
had been the first words she had written in her journal. She stood by those words, save that she now understood that, in their own way, the people cared deeply for each other, if for few others. All she would add to the original assessment was that there was also a deep, underlying anger in these people, and that discontent was rising. They felt abandoned by the Ivory Throne, and she could not disagree with that carefully buried sentiment.
Ellonlef stood, stretched up on her toes, then walked to the window overlooking the verge of land that separated the desert from the dull greenish line marking the edge of the Qaharadin Marshes. That narrow slip of terrain was a dreadful place of reeking bogs and quicksand, scrubby brush with long thorns, stinging insects beyond count, and all manner of creeping death. It was much worse within the marshes.
More than once she had accompanied Lord Marshal Otaker along Aradan’s western border from Krevar to Yuzikka to El’hadar and back, but never had she journeyed into the Qaharadin. One day she would, and in so doing would have the claim of being the first of her order to do so. That particular trek would come just before she returned home, likely in late winter, when it was not so blindingly hot. Though common folk believed Sisters of Najihar were trained mainly to study, give counsel, and serve as healers, the truth was that they were adept in everything from history to warfare to personal combat. A Sister of Najihar could take care of herself in nearly all situations, and the order rarely produced fools. Ellonlef did not count herself a fool, and surely not enough of one to leap at the chance of going blindly into the Qaharadin.
A breeze, dry as crypt bones, with just a hint of the day’s coming heat, rustled the pages of her journal. She lifted her face to the desert’s breath, eyes lidded. Through long lashes, she noted the moons again, and felt a tickle of dismay wriggle up her spine. Opening her eyes, her heart leapt into the back of her throat. A trembling hand crept to her neck, a cry of shock fighting to get past her clenched teeth.
The eye formed by the Three was rapidly changing. Memokk was sinking
into
the breadth of Hiphkos, and the edges of the amber moon had become a dark red-and-black aura. All across its face jagged lines were spreading, like cracks in an eggshell. By heartbeats, Attandaeus
fell
into the combined crumbling girth of Memokk and Hiphkos.
Far below and behind Krevar’s protective wall, others began to notice what Ellonlef was witnessing. At first only a few frightened voices rang out, then more, as the denizens of Krevar became aware that something terrible was happening. As the faces of the Three became a solid mass of what could be nothing less than fire and ash, men’s shouts and women’s screams mingled horribly.
“This cannot be,” Ellonlef said, her voice harsh with disbelief.
Something at the periphery of her vision caught her attention. On the far side of the world it seemed, a filament of blue light lanced skyward. Almost as soon as seen, it vanished. Then came a violent quaking. Out in the desert a crack split the land, rapidly spreading south toward the fortress. As it widened and lengthened, the shuddering of the earth increased, and dust churned into a rising wall. The crevasse slashed across a road, swallowing a shrieking crofter, his vegetable cart, and team of lowing oxen.
As the world broke far below Ellonlef’s perch with a snarl of rupturing stone, her hands dropped to the sandstone sill and held on for dear life. The grinding sound filled her mind and body, made her teeth ache and her eyes water. Like a blow from a titan’s axe, the gaping wound in the earth opened under the fortress’s northern wall and continued across the enclosed town, scattering terrorized folk, and consuming others. A heartbeat later, that section of Krevar’s wall folded in on itself. Sandstone blocks the size of houses shattered and crumbled, falling down and down. A yellowish gray dust cloud billowed upward, quickly obscuring the destruction. The Sister’s tower shivered like a dying animal, then began listing sideways. Ellonlef screamed, but her voice was lost under the weight of the earth’s terrible, stony cry.
A year!
she thought wildly.
Just a year left—
The tower’s sliding motion came to an abrupt, jarring halt. Ellonlef sailed through the air and slammed against a wall. A foot to one side, and she would have soared out of a window and plummeted to her death. Although the tower’s pitch was not severe, Ellonlef clawed her way up the wall like a lizard scuttling up the side of a cliff, ripping her nails in a frantic bid to gain her feet. Once standing, she rushed across the floor’s slope to the doorway, longing more than anything to see the stairs waiting beyond.
She had just reached the doorway when a tingle of warning raced over her skin, a stealthy pressure, so slight as to barely disturb the fine hairs upon her arms. The pressure grew by the moment. She wanted nothing more than to escape the tower before it collapsed and buried her alive, but she had to look and know what was coming.
From the far-off haze of the marshes came a wave that shimmered like heat escaping a hot oven. The wave quickly passed the bounds of the swamp, spreading out over the desert like ripples in a pond. The pulse of air closed faster than she could imagine, booming like thunder as it slammed into the tower, shaking its stones.
Eyes stinging from flying grit, Ellonlef wheeled even as the tower began to crumble with a deep, grating moan, and ran down the twisting stair through the tower’s failing heart. She knew that she would surely perish, but still she ran.




Chapter 4
 
 
   Varis remembered the instant agony of blue fire melting the flesh from his bones … but, somehow, now he was whole. He fought for breath that would not fill his lungs. Pain savaged every particle of him, as a rushing black pressure seemed intent on squeezing his body into the size of a thimble. Time’s passage stalled, leaving him to suffer an eternity in every moment.
Through the mind-bending torture, he felt another sensation, that of hands, cold and covered in jellied corruption, sliding over his skin. From the tips of each finger sprouted claws seemingly of blazing red iron. The bright heat of those fiendish daggers plunged deep, roasting his eyes in their sockets and scorching his tongue to a twist of blackened leather. The talons sank into his entrapped spirit. What he thought he knew of misery was lost as those claws, bit by bit, ripped apart his very soul. Under these grim ministrations, he found his voice. The force of his shrieks burst from his throat until all that remained were keening hisses.
The plummet ended abruptly. One moment he was falling, being torn apart through an infinite void of terrible lightlessness and crushing pressure, and the next he smashed against jagged stone. Every bone and organ in his body exploded. And still he was aware, unable to die, able to feel and see, to hear and to taste, to smell and to live and to suffer.
Far above, like a solitary star in the night, hung a point of pure, blinding radiance. He imagined Pa’amadin, the silent God of All, gazing down at him with scorn and pity—
Suddenly, shadowed creatures ringed him about, blotting out that terrible point of light. Their eyes and gaping, mocking mouths roiled with flame, no two creatures the same. Some were small, impish. Others stood tall, if hump-backed and covered in horns and dripping spines. In the crimson light cast by their burning eyes, their skin was black, reeking of death and sickness. None had the limbs of men, or even of any beast Varis had ever seen.
The Fallen … mahk’lar … demons!
his mind gibbered, recalling Peropis’s words.
The imps began to dance about, cursing his name in a language of the vilest hate, while one brutish figure bent over him. With three of its dozen thrashing, tentacle-like arms, it lifted him to its chest in a bizarrely maternal way. Varis cried out in gratitude, thinking the horrid creature meant to spare him from further torments.
The creature’s drooping lips spread around a maw of glowing fangs. A revolting gurgle of mirth resonated in the demon’s chest, and the imps danced in a greater frenzy to the morbid delight of that vile laughter. From behind the creature’s teeth, a hundred tongues flashed out, long and snaking, burrowing into every opening of Varis’s body. The tongues dug recklessly through his eyes, swarmed up his nose and filled his mouth. More came and more still, forcing their way inside, eating, devouring all that he was.
The heaviness that had assailed him now pressed into his pores, filling every hollow and nook of his wriggling remains, swelling him. Then, like an engorged leech crushed under a boot, he burst asunder. The demonic host fell on his quivering gobbets of meat, gorging themselves. And through it all, somehow, Varis felt and saw, until absolute blackness fell over him.
The darkness faded away, brightened slightly. As if waking from a nightmare, Varis scrambled to his feet. He stood whole and unblemished atop a pillar of rough stone. All around him, as far as he could see, burned a turbulent ocean with flames of every hue. It was beautiful, but atrocious in the same instant. A steady wind drove the inferno and chapped his naked skin, dried his eyes and tongue. But that mild discomfort, after what he had already suffered, was like the cool kiss of morning fog rolling off a placid lake.
He took a careful step to the edge and looked down into the sea of colorful fire. Far below, the imps and hulking shapes of his tormentors stood upon islands of stone. They did not dance now, nor laugh or ridicule. Instead, they writhed and wailed in the heat of the undying furnace, their corrupted shapes melting away, only to be instantly replaced and consumed again.
“The greatest mercy I could offer them,” Peropis said at Varis’s back, “would be but one drop of water … or freedom, of course.”
Varis spun, expecting the worst terror yet. Instead, he found a stunning creature. To his eyes she was a woman, but somehow she was not. In her pale flawlessness, she was more than mere flesh. She stood taller than he, her nakedness cloaked in the fall of her long, silver-white hair.
With a seductive grin, Peropis took a step toward him and he caught an enticing glimpse of her bare hip, the outer swell of one rounded breast. His already parched tongue withered further. Her utter perfection twisted his mind, as if he were trying to comprehend the exact number of stars in the heavens, or the grains of sand on not one but every shore spread over the face of the world. Tears of blood dripped from his bulging eyes, but no matter how hard the muscles in his neck strained, he could not look away.
As she stepped closer, Peropis’s grin became a broad smile. One long-fingered hand reached out and she gently wiped away his bloody tears. Then her fingers gently cupped the back of his neck and pulled him near. Her lips on his were ice, yet soft and reviving. Her tongue slid smoothly, deliciously past his lips, tasting him, then sank deeper. In that moment, Varis knew no human woman would ever again satisfy him, and he cared not.
Fear and desire warred within him.
Desire won out, destroying his reason.
His hands, shaking with anticipation, swept aside her downy hair, moved down her shoulders, spread over the gentle curves of her hips, then drew her close. Without a hint of resistance or rebuff, she pressed against his searing flesh. A shiver rippled across his skin at her touch, and he thought he would go mad with desire. In that moment, he was hers … but not without a small measure of reservation. He understood her power over his body and senses made him weak, and that he could not allow such a weakness to exist in his heart. Despite his slight resistance, her persuasion still compelled him.
She knelt and leaned back, drew him down atop her, impervious to the baking heat of the stone beneath her. Varis cried out as they joined together, becoming one flesh. When his bloody tears came again, she kissed them away. When he kissed her in return, he tasted his own blood on her tongue. He did not care. He relished the flavor, hungered for it like a starving man. He greedily sought that sweet bouquet, and she offered it up as a flower weeps nectar. His passion soared and raged, and when his release came, he felt as if liquid silver were pouring from his loins.
Struggling for breath, he gazed into her eyes. Black through and through, those eyes stared back, shinning like wet obsidian. “You have survived my testing, Prince of Aradan,” she said. “You have taken your gift.”
Varis nodded mutely, vaguely knowing she did not mean the gift of her body.
“In you is now contained a measure of the powers of chaos and creation, of all life and death.”
Her eyes grew larger then, dragging him into their bottomless depths.
He did not try to resist.
“The world will be
ours,” she whispered, “but first the battle must be joined, for all that the Three gave up and hid away is soon to be released fully into the world. Go, my prince, and remake all that the Three abandoned in their foolishness.”
Varis nodded again, captivated, yet suddenly uneasy about what she was saying. She had not previously mentioned anything about
measures
of the powers of creation, nothing about
chaos, nor anything about him
sharing
the world with her… .
His thoughts drifted. Looking into her gaze was like falling into a lightless sea, and he was beginning to lose himself, his questions.
Peropis’s voice came again, now as a dwindling sigh. “So, too, shall my kindred find their long-awaited freedom.”
She drew his head down as if for another kiss, but instead of meeting her lips, he felt as if he were dissolving, being rendered from flesh to liquid, and that distilled essence spilled into her eyes. A rushing sound filled his being, growing steadily louder until it became a roar. The dark pressure returned, propelling him not down or inward, but up and up. When he could not bear it anymore, the crushing weight vanished in an explosion of light—
Varis found himself standing within the confines of the lost temple, feeling at once confused and panicky. The smoking shards of the basin, the Well of Creation, once covered by collected powers of dead gods, were scattered around his feet. Where the basin had been now roiled with some boiling, black fluid. Of the nacreous veil, there was no sign. Overhead, a perfect circle had been cut through the dome, the edges clean and smooth as glass. The rest of the dome, and the walls of the temple, were crumbling.
He flinched at a stealthy touch and found monstrous, inky shapes swimming around his legs, caressing him with vaporous fingers.
Her kindred,
he thought, the
mahk’lar
…
demons
freed. As he watched, many of the spirits flashed through the crumbling temple walls, unhindered by stone. Others flew up and out through the hole in the ceiling, vanishing from sight.
Blinking, he realized that all he saw was in shades of gray. More importantly, though, a sense of long-sought
power
swelled inside him. Moment by moment, that sensation increased. It was her gift, the powers of creation forsaken by the Three. His head and eyes began to ache for want of release of that power.
A sudden, violent rolling of the earth knocked him off his feet. He lay on his side, gasping. With his ear pressed to the stony floor, he heard a low, steady grinding noise rise from the bowels of the earth.
Or is it from the Thousand Hells?
A stone fell from the ceiling, striking him on the head. With a pained curse, he struggled to his feet. Gingerly, he touched the ragged wound on his scalp, then held his bloodied fingers up for inspection. The blood—his
blood—was black to his eyes, but that did not concern him as it might have. What did bother him was the thin, pale skin stretched taut over the bones of his fingers and hand. It was as if he had been sick near unto death, and all his color and flesh had been eaten away. As the trembling of the world increased, he glanced at his nakedness, shocked to see how wasted his legs were. But not just his legs. All over, his bones pressed out from under tight, pallid skin.
“What affliction is this?” he rasped. No discernable answer came, but he knew he had to escape the crumbling temple before it fell in atop him.
When Varis strode out of the temple, he instantly cowered back from the sunlight lancing through his eyes into his brain. Through slitted lids, he saw yelling men scrambling like disturbed ants over the quaking ground. All around, trees swayed and whipped, as if shaken by a giant’s hand. Varis barely noticed. As within the temple, the whole of the outside world filled his vision with shades of gray, save the once golden light of day. That radiance shone like white fire.
Someone pointed at him, shouting to be heard over the grumbling of the earth. Varis sensed danger, not from the pointing Asra a’Shah, but from somewhere else. He found a trio of men who had not seen him emerge from the temple. Two were hunched over a third sprawled on the ground. On the instant, he knew the source of danger: Kian Valara. Why the Izutarian mercenary posed a threat did not matter. All that did matter was that Varis knew he needed to destroy the man, with haste.
Varis’s hands flexed, power and an unbidden hate rising in him, bubbling out, like lightning bursting forth from jet black clouds. He could not contain it, nor did he desire to. In that moment all was clear. He began to wield his newfound power, ineptly, but deadly all the same.




Chapter 5
 
 
    Kian’s spine arched until only the back of his head and his heels were digging into the damp soil. A thousand icy needles stabbed into his skull, and tiny crabs seemed to be feasting on his skin. He wanted to scrape them away, but could not control his arms.
“Do something!” Hazad roared.
Azuri slid into view, gray eyes searching Kian’s face. “Breathe,” he said evenly, “you are suffocating.”
If it had not been true, and had he not felt as if he were dying, Kian might have laughed at the request. Instead, he took the advice. Cool wind rushed into his lungs and, as if an elixir had been poured down his throat, all his paralyzing agonies vanished. He went limp and lay gasping. Before he could ponder what had happened, the world heaved upward and shuddered. Trees swayed and creaked; limbs snapped and fell to the forest floor. Shouting Asra a’Shah had gathered in the clearing about the temple, many of whom were trying to calm the lunging horses.
“Hazad,” Azuri said, his tone as calm as if asking for a glass of wine, “get that fool of a prince out of the temple.”
Hazad gave a last concerned glance at Kian, then leapt up. He moved no farther. “Gods good and wise,” he breathed. “I think he has come out on his own.”
Azuri looked toward the temple, eyes widening.
Feeling better by the moment, Kian lifted his head. A man stood in the doorway of the temple, his skin whiter than that which lay under the garments of the three northern-born mercenaries. The man was naked and hairless, emaciated to the point of death. A gash showed on his bald scalp, and from it flowed some black substance.
Blood … what manner of man has black blood? Kian thought uneasily.
No matter how impossible it seemed, the man standing before the temple bore a strong resemblance to Prince Varis Kilvar. Part of Kian denied this, but another part knew he was looking at his charge. Stranger still, swirling patches of oily darkness poured out of the temple. A few of those figures stayed near the prince, others streaked deep into the swamp and out of sight. Where they passed near Asra a’Shah, men screamed in revulsion.
“Help me up,” Kian commanded Azuri.
Varis stared at the trio, his teeth bared in an expression of hate, fingers curled as if he were about to throttle an enemy’s neck. His flesh rippled, seemed to swell.
“What is wrong with his eyes?” Kian muttered in shock, trying to understand how the youth could see anything with eyes gone completely white. The part of him that commanded he uphold the duty he had been paid to perform said he should go to Varis, offer some aid, but the appearance of the youth rapidly birthed a deep loathing in him that he could not quash.
As if Kian had shouted his feelings, Varis cocked his head contemplatively, his stark eyes never shifting. Kian knew he was being seen, no matter that sight should have been impossible for Varis. Moreover, he could feel his own abhorrence mirrored in that dead gaze.
Of its own accord, his hand dropped to the sword at his hip. At the same instant, Varis raised his arms wide, and lashing chords of blue-white fire sprang from his hands. Kian’s mouth fell open in shock, as the whipping flames ripped through the forest. Where those unnatural fires touched, be it upon Asra a’Shah, horses, mud or bole, flashes of smoke and puffs of ash quickly replaced what had been. For a long moment, as crackling thunder pealed around the shaking forest, no one moved.
The prince laughed then, a maniacal, sickly wheezing that seemed to extinguish the flames erupting from his palms. He held a hand before his face, split by a gruesome smile, then waved that unblemished hand like a man shooing a fly. The ground erupted at his feet in a spray of mud, and a twining root as thick as a man’s wrist rose up. This, more than the impossible blasts of fire Varis had produced, staggered Kian’s mind.
Varis motioned again and the root swiveled toward Kian and the others, like a serpent preparing to strike. With a sodden ripping sound, the root began tugging free of the ground. Inch by inch, foot by foot, the root climbed upward, fattening as it soared a dozen paces into the air. Knobby growths sprouted all along its length. One by one, those growths burst open to release quick-growing creepers. In moments, each new shoot had grown as large as the initial root had been. Worse still, what had been a bit of vegetation now had slitted, glowing emerald eyes spread over its length. Those inhuman orbs locked not on Hazad or Azuri, but Kian.
Overawed, Kian stood unmoving, his mind struggling to comprehend what he was seeing. A sudden emotion flitted through his soul, something familiar, though made distant with the passage of time. Yet he knew it, could taste it. Fear, stark and paralyzing terror, wormed through his bowels. Such had not assailed him since his youth on the streets of Marso. He had fought many battles since then, survived countless hardships, grown comfortable with the fright of bodily harm and even death, yet nothing could have prepared him for … for whatever this was.
The root continued to change and grow, ceasing to look like a root at all, but rather a great, thousand-eyed adder. The muddy brown skin roughened to a scaly gray-black hide, and the dozens of lesser roots waved about like ropey arms.
This cannot be real, Kian thought through a glaze of terror, his eyes flickering toward Varis. The youth was now stooped over, still watching Kian and his companions, but rigid with agony. His skin had split in scores of places, showing knuckles of protruding bone. Dark fluid dribbled from the fresh wounds.
Suddenly, with a dull roar barely heard over the steady grinding noises coming from the swamp’s shivering floor, the temple fell in on itself and sank into a bubbling substance as black as tar. Ethereal shapes rose and fell amid the bubbling morass, inhuman figures spawned of nightmares. Even as Kian watched, many of those inhuman figures broke free of that thick substance and arced skyward, while others hugged the ground and swirled away.
With a voiceless snarl, Varis lurched a few paces away from the collapsed temple and the widening pool of boiling sludge. Glaring at Kian, he made a pushing motion, and the towering root-serpent arched backward. A mouth had split open at its highest end, lined with sharp wedges of what looked more like stone than wood. When that maw gaped wide, a roar came forth to water the eyes and tremble the heart. Then, like a monstrous centipede, the root-serpent fell forward and slammed against the ground, spraying mud and sending leaves flying. With another of those debilitating cries, it surged toward Kian, its great girth plowing earth, its scores of arms propelling it along at a terrifying pace.
To either side of the advancing monstrosity, previously immobile Asra a’Shah scattered, their faces ugly with fear and disbelief, saffron robes flapping in their haste. One of the dark-skinned men did not move quickly enough. A handful of lashing roots caught him, twisted and tugged his limbs in different directions. The man howled and thrashed. With a grisly ripping sound, without slowing its advance toward Kian, the hell-spawned root-serpent tore the mercenary apart.
At Hazad’s warning cry the spell of terror was broken, and the trio scattered.
The root-serpent came on, tearing loose from the ground until a thrashing tail pulled from the earth. A volley of Asra a’Shah arrows struck the beast’s flank, but did not slow or deviate the creature from its path. From behind it, commanded by Varis, a fan of silver-streaked crimson fire, washed over the hiding Geldainian archers. With the flames, thunder raged. In its wake, smoke and whirls of ash rose from a wide, tear-drop shaped parcel of swamp where the mercenaries had been. Not even bones remained.
Kian registered all this with half a mind. He understood that the root-serpent was coming for him, and that Varis, whatever he had become inside the temple, had sent it after him. The why of it, the sheer impossibility of it, did not matter. All that did was escape.
Like a man trying to flee a charging boar, he jumped a rotten log, then began veering side to side at a dead run down a gentle slope. Unnatural fire splashed around him, searing trees, the heat singeing his clothing. Miraculously, the flames were so hot and so brief as to leave his flesh unscathed. Varis howled in frustration.
As the swamp thickened away from the temple, Kian slashed his sword at clutching, thorny creeper and hanging brambles. The hunting beast on his heels closed the distance, tearing through the undergrowth without slowing.
In that moment, Kian knew he could not escape. In the next, he tripped and sprawled flat, knocking the wind from his lungs with a grunt. Even as he tried to snatch a breath, he scrambled to his feet and turned, sword raised. Stunned, engulfed by a level of fear he had never known, a blessed cold fury stole over him.
I have never lost a battle.
Against men, a frantic voice warned.
The root-serpent was something else entirely. A part of him thought that maybe this was all some terrible vision, and that he was in truth still back at the temple, laying on the ground, dying for want of breath—
Cracking like a scourge, a whip of hot-fleshed vegetation struck his cheek, welting the skin, disabusing him of the hope that he was suffering dark fancies.
With nowhere to flee and no choice, Kian moved into an offensive stance. As the root reared up before him, he instantly pressed the attack. His broadsword flashed out and cleaved one thrashing arm after another. Despite the ease with which his blade sliced the creature’s abominable flesh, in the space of three breaths he knew he could never win this fight. This was no battle against one man, or even several. This was a war against a bloodthirsty abomination surely spawned from the Thousand Hells. Every wound he inflicted only gave rise to more enemies. Where one lashing root fell in a quivering coil, two more took its place, bursting from the main stalk.
Gradually, Kian was forced back on his heels. He stepped, blocked, and slashed. Over and over again. It was all he could do to keep the roots from grasping him. Splintered tips snapped and popped, leaving welts and cuts over his exposed skin. All was a blur of motion, attack and counterattack. Panic-sweat stung his eyes, and his thick arms began to grow weak with the effort of swinging his sword. Disbelieving horror began to fill his veins. I am about to die.
Of a sudden, the root-serpent rammed forward, its mouth gaping wide with a roar, and smashed into Kian. He landed on his back and tumbled down into a shallow gulley before splashing into a bog. He came up sputtering and searching for his lost sword. The root slithered toward him, lurching now, as if struggling. Just before it fell on him, Kian lashed out with his fists; it was like striking a tree, and just as useless. Tentacle-like roots fell on him, swarmed over his skin, pulsing with an unnatural heat. The reek of mold and rotted vegetation filled his nostrils. They wrapped him about, tightening … before those appendages could tear him to pieces, they abruptly fell away.
Kian, gasping, cracked his eyelids and stared. The swamp had abruptly ceased shaking, and the thick root-serpent stretched over the lip of the gulley and down to within a foot of him. It lay like a dying animal, quivering, its hide sagging with fast-moving corruption. Mold quickly covered its length, and putrid sap oozed from the many wounds he had given it. By heartbeats, it crumpled further under the pace of its own rot. Whatever dark powers had given it life, had fled.
Kian did not waste a moment to ponder his inexplicable good fortune. He jumped to his feet, cupped his hands to his mouth, and cried words he had never before uttered. “Withdraw! For your lives, flee!”
Near and far, the order was frantically repeated, but he took no measure of relief that he was not alone in his alarm. After a hasty search, he dragged his sword out of the murky pool, then obeyed his own command to retreat. It went against every instinct he knew concerning battle, but it made no sense to waste lives against an enemy of which he knew nothing about destroying—and the next root-serpent might not die.
Of Varis, Kian now saw him as an enemy, rather than a nuisance who had offered him a king’s wealth of gold for some grand expedition. Kian would protect a stranger for payment, and his friends for nothing, but either would face his wrath should they betray his trust. Varis had earned that fury, in the most explicit terms, when he had attacked Kian and his company.
Kian sloshed through the pool and scrambled up the slope, keeping as low to the ground as he could, just inches from crawling on his belly. Searching through the screen of bramble, he found Varis on his knees, weariness plain on his wasted features. As well, there was a loathing for all life written plainly in his expression. Like a physical manifestation of what bred behind his white eyes, ebon streamers curled around him, wolves of smoke and spirit. For the barest moment, Kian sensed that the greater danger lay in those ethereal shapes—then his mind shifted again toward escape.
Running Asra a’Shah paid the prince and his dark companions no mind. Like Kian, the gold paid to defend Varis mattered nothing now that he had tried to murder them, and succeeded in slaughtering a number of their brothers. Kian knew the only reason Varis had not yet lost his head to a sword stroke was because of the awesome, fearful power he had displayed—such a power only spoken of in stories of gods… .
Of Hazad and Azuri, Kian saw no sign. If they were alive, they knew where to go.
With a last look at the youth, fighting off another wave of loathing so deep that it set his heart to pounding, Kian began to move. Keeping low, he stole from bush to bole, until he was out of sight of Varis and those vaporous figures swirling around him.
Once he was well away, bruised and battered, Kian began trotting east through a swamp that looked vastly different than it had just an hour earlier, toward the previous night’s camp. Unless stated otherwise on the line of march, the last camp always served as the point to regroup the company in case of trouble. And, without question, this was the most dire and confusing trouble Kian had ever encountered. What he had seen was beyond the realities of mortal flesh, something from a nightmare … it was something from the Thousand Hells. No priest or magus had ever warned that Geh’shinnom’atar could be breached, let alone unleashed upon the world by the hands of man but, seemingly, just such an event had occurred. Kian had a sickening feeling in his gut that all he had ever known was now changed, for the worse.




Chapter 6
 
 
   The damp gloom of night was falling by the time Varis came around. He lay in the mud, exhausted. He could not have said how long he rested there before Peropis’s whispers filled his mind, urging him to rise. With a great struggle, he gained his feet, shaking like a poisoned cur. The powers of creation, he realized with shock, had nearly killed him.
In all directions, shattered trees lay atop one another. He vaguely remembered their falling, but that and all else was a jumble in his mind. Trees still standing were naked of leaves, limbs broken and twisted, as if torn by a gale. Evening shadows cast a pall over great slabs of broken stone that had thrust from the floor of the swamp amid geysers of stinking black water. Despite the extent of the swamp’s destruction, he had never thought to seek safety. He had been consumed by an unbidden rage against his enemies, a fury so powerful that what he had done to them was now lost on him.
At the moment, the how of it did not matter. What did was that he knew the source of his rage: the Izutarian, Kian Valara, who had somehow escaped his wrath. Even now, loathing flared anew in his heart, and he wanted to pursue the man. If he could but get his strength back, Varis would have gladly tortured the man to death, simply for the pleasure of it. He did not consider why he should hate the man so, only knew that he did.
At a loud gurgling noise, he turned about like an old man, hissing at the unfamiliar pains wracking his wasted frame. Where the temple had stood, now a spinning soup of steaming black mud and floating leaves churned around and around in a broad pool. The edges crumbled into the whirlpool and were instantly pulled down. More of the edge crumbled into the swirling morass, forcing Varis to ease farther away. He had no doubt the currents of this particular bog would take its victim to the bowels of the world, perhaps even to the Thousand Hells. For himself, Varis never intended to make that journey again.
Considering
Geh’shinnom’atar, he looked about for the dark wisps that had followed him back from Peropis’s lair, but found no evidence that the souls of the Fallen were near. All were gone now … freed into the world of men. If he had not been so drained, he might have wondered what effect the presence of demons in the realm of the living would have.
“Peropis?” Varis called in a dry croak, unsure she could hear him. Always, it had been she who came to him, not the other way around.
“You have done well,” she said in answer, her voice drifting to him as if from an impossible distance. “However, you have much to learn, and you must learn quickly.”
Just the thought of expending more energy made Varis want to groan in protest. Instead, he whimpered, “I am tired. So weary… .”
The last syllable dwindled to a sigh, as Varis unconsciously listed to the side. One foot, seeking balance, dropped into a deep furrow, and he fell. He sprawled there wheezing, almost too tired to breathe, let alone able to muster the strength to climb again out of the shallow grave.
Not a grave,
he thought dazedly. This hollow marked the place from which his
creation
had risen to destroy Kian.
“He must be destroyed,” Peropis whispered then, as if reading his thoughts. There was a hint of uncertainty in her voice that bothered Varis. The Eater of the Damned should have no worry over a mortal.
“Destroy Kian?” he wheezed. “The man
should
die—I carry the desire in my heart—but he is nothing, an insect … and fled in cowardice besides.” He almost believed the bold statement, but he saw in his mind a vision of Kian fighting and prevailing against all that Varis had thrown against him.
How could that be?
“The venom of some insects cause anguish,” Peropis advised. “Others can kill a man. Should that man,
Kian, tread the world much longer, he will prove a formidable enemy.”
Varis tried to sit up, but only managed to flop a hand to the mud-slick rim of the furrow. He wanted her to bless him with the incorruptible flesh and indomitable spirit she had promised, but the tone of her words alarmed him.
“How could he be a danger to me?” he gasped. “He is but a man and I am …
more
than that, now.” He tried not to consider the incongruity between those words and the ruin of his flesh.
“There is little time to deal with our enemy,” Peropis said, sounding more troubled than ever. While he could not be sure, Varis felt sure that she had met an unexpected obstacle.
“What is of the utmost importance,” she added, “is that you heed my instruction. My time with you is short—I am weakening by the moment speaking to you, in this realm of living flesh. My spirit needs rest … and
sustenance.”
Varis found it difficult to concentrate. The world seemed to be sliding sideways to his strange eyesight.
“Relax your mind,” Peropis commanded.
He expected her to speak further, but instead of words, a cascade of images flashed behind his closed eyelids, racing faster than thought.
She is in my mind,
he thought, dazedly. He went rigid in alarm, but after a moment, he ceased trying to focus or resist. Rather, he laid back and absorbed what he was seeing. None of the images made sense. He relaxed further, for by any human measure, nothing he had experienced this day made sense.
I have become a god,
he thought randomly,
albeit a god trapped in the weak flesh of a man.
It was wholly unfair.
The images began to blur into a lightless, incoherent blizzard inside his skull. Varis drifted in the void of his own mind, like a speck of dust on the swells of a warm sea. After long moments he understood, on some level, that the knowledge filling him was some measure of the lost wisdom of gods.
Then, all at once, a pulsing and amorphous force surrounded him. After a moment of consideration, he understood the sensations to be the presence of life. Clarity began to wash away confusion. Plants, he knew, had their own life, though even a mighty tree’s energy was miniscule compared to that of a worm’s. That power of life radiated outward from living things, like the fine strands of a spider’s spinning. The energy had always been there, but only now that he had taken the legacy of the Three into himself, breached the Well of Creation, and tasted the horrors of the
Geh’shinnom’atar, could he take hold of that energy, use it as his own.
Tentatively, almost instinctively, he reached out with his mind to take that power, but the living filaments shrank away. He scowled in concentration, forcing what he wanted, stealing it into himself. Gradually, the power he craved and deserved drifted over him, lighting gently upon him like dew-covered spider webs. Some new part of his mind saw those threads glowing faintly, each so fine as to barely be seen. He began dragging them into himself. Distantly, he knew that if he were looking at himself, he would appear to be a man made of light. Within that cocoon, his hurts rapidly mended. Vitality swelled his muscles, thickened his skin, swept aside debilitating weariness. Varis gasped in ecstasy as the rejuvenating force of all creation filled his veins, surged through his heart.
“That is enough,” Peropis said sharply.
Varis barely heard the ruler of the Thousand Hells, and he was too enraptured with his own growing strength to heed her. He wanted to explore this gift, taste and feel it. He wanted to
wield
it. Although the strange knowledge Peropis had imparted in him explained much, the magnitude made his head spin. He simply could not conceive the whole potential of what was filling him, but what he did grasp was that no enemy, despite Peropis’s warning, would ever again stand against him.
“Enough!”
His eyes snapped open to a world that looked no different than it had when he closed them. But it
was
different, because he was changed, so much so. The strength of departed gods flooded through him, and where the life of the world had fled before at his attempt to grasp it, now it could not escape.
“Fool!”
Peropis shrieked, driving a spike of agony into his mind. “You will destroy yourself!”
He winced away from the pain, angered. His thoughts raced with newfound knowledge. He could create life, and he could destroy it, on a whim. Nothing could stand before him. Not even Peropis!
Confident in his growing might, Varis ignored her, glorying in his strength. He recklessly diverted the growing life force into the roots below him, recalling now what he had done before. Roots twined together at his silent command into a woven, woody seat that conformed to his every contour. As his creation lifted him upright, the weave became more elaborate, grander, until he was raised up on a throne sitting high upon a still growing dais.
Darkness lay thick upon the swamp by now, but to Varis’s eyes all was lit by an otherworldly glow, the divine splendor of all life. It lay everywhere, was in everything … and it was his to take. He stood from his throne and threw his arms wide. Like a dry sponge doused with water, he soaked in the surrounding luminescence, drew it deep. Where life existed, he viciously ripped it away from its former possessor. By heartbeats, the swamp fell deathly still, quiet as the grave. In the death of many thousands of infinitesimal creatures, his own existence became greater, more vital and vibrant. He shone like the sun, like Pa’amadin himself.
Varis’s laughter filled the clearing, richer than ever it had been, reverberating outward through the dead swamp in crushing waves. At a stray thought, flames the hue of a thousand rainbows surged from his fingers, and in the joy of its creation he swept them around in a wide arc, destroying already dead trees. Where he ruined, he created again, and destroyed again. Drunk with the bliss of so much power, his laughter became a roar that shook the ground—
Then, without warning, the tide of life coursing through his veins became an uncontrollable flood. The elemental forces continued to pour into him, but the outflow became a mere trickle. He tried to sever the torrent, but it filled him further, bloating him like a carcass in the sun. One of his eyes burst and a wriggling surge of maggots cascaded down his cheek. Even as he frantically scraped them away, a tender green shoot tore through the skin of his palm, growing rapidly. The shoot became twining roots that burrowed through the meat of his arm and into his chest. A bulge grew on his belly, swelling and writhing, then erupted a wash of skittering beetles. They scurried madly over worms pushing out of his skin. He opened his mouth to scream, but a geyser of fire roared out of his throat and scorched a mile-long gouge through the tattered forest—
Then Peropis was there, faint and hovering amidst the flames of his making, an ethereal vision. For a long moment, she let him suffer, even as she suffered herself in the realm not her own. When it became obvious he would not long survive, she drew close. Her eyes swam before his, opening, growing wider, blacker, pulling at him, as if trying to drag his soul from his body. As suddenly as it began, the inrushing flood cut off, leaving Varis limp, his torn flesh oozing black blood, yet free of unnatural growths.
Pained though she was from taking her spirit from
Geh’shinnom’atar, Peropis peered into his face. “Open yourself again.”
Near death, Varis did as he was told, though he would rather have not. As a result of his fear and caution, it took a long while before his ravaged flesh mended enough for him to stand on his own.
“Enough,” Peropis said, and Varis immediately strangled the inflow.
After looking him over, by some force Varis did not understand, Peropis hurled him from his makeshift throne. He landed hard, knocking the breath from his chest. High above, shimmering like a vision, she gazed down on him with utter contempt.
Varis rolled to his hands and knees, trying to get enough breath to demand to know why she had nearly let him perish, why she had kept from him the dangers of the powers of creation. Upon recognizing her fierce glare, however, his teeth clicked together. One day he might rise against her but, for now, he was little more than an acolyte, and she was the Eater of the Damned, a deity in her own right. Even as he finally caught his breath, he knew he would need to bide his time, and plan carefully his vengeance.
“You foolish child,” she snarled, no longer beautiful, but hideous with rage. “You are yet mortal. Mere flesh cannot hope to hold long the barest fraction of the power of gods. I trust you have learned this lesson well?”
Her berating shamed him and enraged him, but Varis could not help but cower from her wrath.
“If you desire to be my counterpart, you will heed me—at all times. Now, stand!” she commanded.
Varis gathered himself and stood, no part of his face betraying his emotions.
If you desire to be my counterpart
… . He had no intention of being her counterpart, or anyone else’s. He vowed to himself that he would rule all the world and all peoples under his own strength … in time.
“Heed me,” Peropis said, “as you should have done from the beginning. Life, by its very nature, is the easiest power to manipulate, because it is already created.
True
creation, that of making something from nothing, is a thousand and a thousand times harder and more dangerous.”
“I will succeed,” Varis boasted weakly.
Peropis smirked. “Indeed? The life force you took—that from mere worms and beetles and twigs—even that was too much for your flesh to contain. That meager life recreated itself
inside
you and sought escape, as life always will when wielded by those who cannot control it.”
“Did I not create fire?” Varis demanded.
“A fluke,” Peropis said dismissively, “an accident that, fortunately for you, did not destroy you utterly.”
Varis clenched his teeth and said what he knew she wanted to hear. “What would you have me do?”
“You’ve an army to build, and there are leagues to go between you and where it waits. On this journey, it would seem that there is also much for you to
relearn.”
“Why would I need an army?” Varis asked without thinking.
Her glower suggested that she had never been questioned, and would not tolerate it.
After he was sufficiently cowed, she answered, “As yet, you are too weak to do alone what must be done. When I deem you are fully ready I, and I alone, will grace you with the ability to fully control the force of all life around you. In the meantime, you need the arms of men to protect your weak flesh. Even now, if you are not cautious with the gift I have given to you, you will die as easily as the next man.”
“You promised me incorruptible flesh—”
“Never think to make demands of me,” she interrupted. “I give what I will when and of my choosing. I made you what little you are … and I take what I will when I desire.”
Loathing warred with yearning in Varis’s heart, as he came to understand that his initial mistrust of her had been well placed. Yet, too, he recognized that time was on his side. He would grovel before Peropis, as she obviously wished, but only until his own ends were met.
I will grow powerful, more so than the Three ever were—mightier even than Pa’amadin!
“Very well,” he said aloud, bowing his head with a convincing measure of meekness.
Peropis seemed to accept his subservience. “I have means to deal with this man Kian, and so I will.” There was something different in her voice when she spoke now of Kian, less concern, perhaps, and more curiosity. Before Varis could wonder about it, she added, “Your task, Prince of Aradan, is far more important. Heed me… .”
Varis absorbed her plan, and despite his growing distrust of her and her hidden intentions, he found Peropis’s words intriguing. He had much to learn, to understand, but one day, he silently vowed, he would wipe her from existence for her seductive lies … and for shaming him.
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Chapter 7
 
 
   The shuddering tower crumbled under Ellonlef’s feet. A scream tore from her throat when a massive sandstone block crushed her legs, pining her to the stairwell. Agony gripped her, yet focused her mind. She heaved against the rough stone grinding her legs to pulp, but the fall of masonry was increasing. Smaller chunks battered her head and shoulders, slowly beating her senseless. Dust billowed, clogging her throat, cutting off all cries. Through the yellowish-gray haze, a growing shadow suddenly blotted out the thin light. Ellonlef wrenched her head up and found another huge block tumbling end over end through the stairwell’s open center. Her jaw yawned wide in terror and—
Ellonlef sat up, flinging aside twists of covers and a collection of pillows. Sweat beaded her brow, dripped down her neck to dampen her linen shift. She gulped a deep breath into sore lungs and sighed it out. The scouring dust in her dream had been very much real, and left her throat and lungs raw. The falling stones had been real as well, and she had the lumps and bruises covering her from head to heel to prove it. Her demise, however, had not occurred the day prior.
Of her escape from the falling tower, she had run headlong down the twisting stairwell, knowing she was near the bottom, but not near enough. Then, like a ragged mouth gaping wide, an opening had appeared, a blessed escape, letting in a wash of hazed sunlight. It had been akin to looking into a wall of golden fog, giving no indication where it would take her.
Ellonlef had not hesitated. There had been no time to consider what her choice might bring. She jumped through the gap into thin air. She did not fall far, however, though when she landed it was hardly on stable ground. Instead, she found herself rolling down the acutely listing base of the tower. Miraculously, she had come to a thudding stop on the wall walk, safely out of the way of the falling tower… .
She swallowed dryly, now considering something else—the destruction of the moons, the death of the Three. The event was so monumental that it defied deep consideration. There would be time to think on that later, after Lord Marshal Otaker and the people of Krevar no longer needed her. And maybe, just maybe, when that time came, and the skies had cleared of the persistent dust, she would look up and see that the Three were as they always had been, instead of a burning mass of fire and ash.
Nothing will ever be as it was. This thought, which she knew was true, had been prevalent in her mind since the world had ceased shaking. Tremors still came, frightening even the hardened souls of Fortress Krevar to shouts of fear.
All is changed, all is lost.
Ellonlef shook away the dismal consideration and swung her legs out over the edge of the bed, scolding herself for behaving like terrified child. Tragedy had come, to be sure, but she was alive, and so were many others. While the faces of the Three had been destroyed, she still had purpose. The gods would take care of themselves.
She stripped off her sweaty nightclothes and set to gently rubbing a wet washcloth over her scraped and bruised skin. She had almost finished when her door flew open and banged against the wall. She yelped in startlement, jerked a large towel off a nearby rack to cover herself as best she could, then turned a glare on the intruder.
Lord Marshal Otaker stood gaping as if he had never seen a naked woman before, which would be difficult to believe, considering that his wife of over two decades had given him two sons and three daughters.
“Ellonlef—ah—Sister
Ellonlef, I never—” he cut off abruptly, blinked like a sand owl, then spun on his heel and showed her his back. He wore his customary long, closefitting robe of white linen, and over this a steel breastplate bearing the embossed Silver Fist of House Racote. Like all Aradaners, his skin was dark as an old root, seemingly made darker by an iron gray top-lock that fell from the back of his clean-shaven scalp. Usually he had a stately demeanor, but this day he seemed out-of-sorts and one step from total exhaustion. For him and the rest of the people of Krevar, a long day had been followed by a longer night since the massive quake had leveled half the buildings in the city.
“You never
what?” Ellonlef snapped, more out of embarrassment than anger. She tossed the towel away, hastily drew on a robe, and pulled it closed. He muttered some garbled response, and she immediately dismissed his chatter for the babble it was. Likely, he was just more humiliated than she was, and if she allowed him to keep spouting off, he would make an utter fool of himself.
“Lord Marshal,” she said, interrupting him. “Tell me what is so urgent that you have seen fit to barge into my chambers without knocking.”
“Are you … ?” he started to look over his shoulder before deciding against it, and jerked his head back to the front.
She had to bite back a dozen sharp comments before saying in pleasant, disarming tones, “Yes, I am covered. Be at peace.”
Otaker turned, albeit cautiously, but would not look her in the eye. Instead, he stared somewhere just past her ear. “I came because, well—the short of it is, you are needed. Through the remainder of last night, my men have dug out scores more people. Most can be seen to by their families or Magus Uzzret. Others are closer to death than life, and need your care.”
“Give me a moment,” Ellonlef said without rancor.
Otaker nodded his way out the door, then closed it.
Ellonlef quickly dressed in her order’s white robes. They would not be white by the end of the day. If she was to spend this day applying poultices, compresses, and bandages to bloody and battered victims, she would look nearly as bad as them by the time she returned to her chambers. There was nothing for it.
She joined Otaker in the corridor, and they made their way through the keep’s dim corridors. More than once they had to step over a broad crack in the floor, or duck under hastily made support timbers jammed between floor and ceiling to prevent a collapse. Despite these gaps and cracks, the sturdy building seemed well enough intact. Doubtless it would have to be rebuilt, but for now it would serve, as it had for generations. The same could not be said for the rest of Krevar.
After the first crevasse had appeared in the earth and raced across the desert to level the Sister’s Tower, more tremors, each successively worse, had flattened half the town and most of Krevar’s outer walls. While Otaker’s concern for his fortress was understandable—it had taken four generations of House Racote to construct the defenses—Ellonlef was more worried about the number of shattered families. Few if any of the folk of Krevar escaped untouched. Even Otaker had tasted misery when his eldest son had been pulled from a heap of rubble. Ellonlef had treated the boy herself and knew he would live, but only time would tell if he would heal completely from his injuries.
With nowhere else to easily care for so many people, Ellonlef had advised Otaker to set up as many large tents as he could fit within the town square, which had a common well and usually served as an open market. Next she had suggested he gather as many healers, midwives, able mothers, and soldiers who had fought in past battles, to tend wounds. After that, it had been a matter of bringing washbasins, building fires to provide hot water, and collecting all available clean linens to serve as bandages.
Outside, the day was blistering, but felt all the hotter due to the thick haze of dust still hanging in the air. Before they were in sight of the square the smell hit them, a mingling of wood smoke, sweat, and blood. If not for that last, it might have seemed like any other day at market.
Ellonlef girded her mind for the coming rigors, both physical and emotional. Men and woman and children would no doubt die this day, while others would lose mangled limbs to sharp blades. Of all the things Ellonlef had been trained to do, healing was the most trying for her. She was adept, to be sure, but seeing the look in a once strong man’s eyes when he learned that some part of him would be lost forever, or telling a women that her child would never again awake, was trying beyond all reason.
As two of the most distinguishable people in Krevar, Magus Uzzret had no trouble spotting Otaker and Ellonlef as they approached the teeming, tent-filled market area. He wore deep blue robes and a woven silver belt common to the Magi Order. Common as well to his order, Uzzret’s head was completely shaved, but he sported a small, pure white chin beard.
As usual, he looked askance at Ellonlef. After nearly a decade, he still only trusted her and her order roughly half as much as she trusted him and his. From the beginning, the Magi Order had taken offence at the Ivory Throne using the Sisters of Najihar as spies—or relying on them at all, for that matter. All that aside, Ellonlef knew that he needed her help, and she was not so stubborn or proud as to make it a point of contention that she was, without question, the better healer.
“Lord Marshal, Sister,” Uzzret said, inclining his head slightly to each. “The day has already grown too short for the work that lies ahead.”
He led Ellonlef and Otaker to a tent marked out by the most moaning and weeping, and without a word, left them to see to another errand.
“If you need anything,” Otaker said, “or if Uzzret proves to be too much of a nuisance, send a runner to me.” He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze and turned away.
After three steps, he turned and said, “Forgive me for this morning. I should have asked permission to enter your quarters. I forgot myself.”
“It is understandable
and
forgiven,” Ellonlef said, already turning her mind to what needed to be done.
“I hope one day soon you will seek out a good man and husband.”
Ellonlef blinked at him, dumbfounded. “Why would you say that?”
Otaker gave her a wan smile. “Because you are a beautiful and capable woman. I would hate for you to grow old and not take the pleasure of having a special man at your beck and call.”
Ellonlef stared at him for a long moment, then burst out laughing. “I’ll have to ask Lady Danara if she feels the same as you do.”
Instead of being worried about such disclosure, Otaker merely shrugged. “She does. My wife noticed long before I did. If not for this morning, I would have no idea just how—” he cut off abruptly, lips tight, spun on his heel, and left her there. The first soldier he saw, Otaker began bawling orders, sending the poor young man running for his life.
Although she allowed herself a moment of secret pleasure at his clumsy attempt to compliment her, Ellonlef quickly dismissed the entire conversation, pushed up the white sleeves of her robes, tied back the waves of her dark hair, and set to work.
Straight away, she saw at least a dozen people cradling broken limbs. She called for a runner to replenish her dwindling supply of splints, strong wine, and
swatarin, a potent herb used to induce deep sleep—or if you were one of the Madi’yin, the begging brothers, to bring on visions. While she waited for the splints, she doled out measures of both wine and
swatarin. All became a blur of setting bones, cauterizing and bandaging gashes, pouring boiled wine into wounds oozing corruption, and removing those limbs beyond help.
While each procedure seemed to take hours, the day itself fled faster than she would have thought possible. One after another, the wounded kept coming. She stopped counting after she had seen to two dozen. As dusk fell, the numbers began to dwindle, but were still steady. An hour before midnight, they ceased coming at all. By then, Ellonlef’s robes were smeared with blood and dust and she was weary to the bone, but she had a final task ahead of her before she retired.
She strode from the now mostly quiet market, moving to the place where the Sister’s Tower had stood, a firemoss lamp held in her hand lighting the way. The water-soaked luminescent moss, stuffed in the glass sphere, gave off a comforting, pale amber glow. Despite the light, if she had not known where she was going, she would have become lost without any of the usual landmarks to guide her. Moreover, the dense, gritty fog still pervaded the air, obscuring clear sight of anything.
When Ellonlef came to the farthermost scatter of rubble where the Sister’s Tower had stood, she halted, gazing about in stunned wonderment. The remains of the tower lay before her like the carcass of some giant whale washed up on the shore by an angry sea. In the darkness, one might have guessed the fortress wall was still intact, if only a third its normal height, but she knew that it had been reduced to a ragged heap. The Isle of Rida experienced tremors on occasion, but she had never seen or imagined so much destruction. Even seeing it with her own eyes, she had trouble grasping the magnitude of what had befallen Krevar.
Moving to one side, she scanned about, calculating the best place to begin her hunt. Searching by daylight would have served her better, but many days would pass before she was afforded the luxury of using a day to her own purposes.
Before digging in the rubble, she walked back and forth, holding the lamp high by its woven hemp handle. Her guess proved accurate, for soon after she began searching she found the crushed wicker chair she had been sitting in before the first tremor had shaken the tower. Moving closer to the chair, she tried not imagine that she would have looked the same, crushed into a nearly unrecognizable pulp, had she not escaped.
As easy as the chair was to find, she searched over an hour for what she sought without luck. She was thinking that perhaps some passerby had found it already, when a man cleared his throat. Standing atop the heap of shattered stones, she turned to see Magus Uzzret regarding her from the safety of flat ground.
“Looking for this?” he asked, holding up her tattered journal.
Ellonlef scrambled down off the debris and moved to within arm’s reach of him. “Yes,” she answered guardedly. She had never written anything damning in the book, but an uninformed reader might come to a very different conclusion upon skimming her honest assessments of the people she lived amongst.
Uzzret handed it over without a word, then looked eastward. “Nothing will ever be the same,” he muttered, voicing her earlier thoughts.
Holding the journal in her hand, Ellonlef could not judge whether or not Uzzret had read her words, but it was not a stretch to believe that he had. “No, it will not,” Ellonlef agreed, running a palm over the journal’s battered leather cover.
“As you know, the Magi Order is enlightened enough not to hold with the existence of gods,” he said in tones mingled with conceit for his order’s wisdom, and pity for all the wretched fools who disagreed. “Yet we recognize that others do. The destruction of the Three is and will continue to be a colossal blow to the minds of common folk.”
Ellonlef looked up. “The faces of the Three may be destroyed,” she said, “but that does not mean the Three are dead. As well, the Creator of All, Pa’amadin, will heal both the lands and the hearts of men. He will guide his children, even if the Three cannot.”
“Your blind faith is astonishing,” Uzzret said, incredulous. “Can you not see that it is as my order insists, and that no gods exist? We are but beasts, though some few of us are beasts with considering minds.” The old magus stroked his small white beard, his dark eyes studying her.
Ellonlef imagined snatching hold of that ridiculous tuft and yanking it out by the roots. She was instantly mortified by the thought, knowing it was beneath both her and her order. “In that, you are wrong.”
“Perhaps … perhaps not,” he countered smoothly. “Perhaps, as you say, Pa’amadin—a god of notable indifference, among other questionable attributes—will indeed rescue the world. Though it would appear that, as usual, he has abandoned men and the world. How can you put your faith in a being that can so readily turn away from his creation—hide his face, as it were?”
“Perhaps,” she said tiredly, “we can speak of this later.” To her mind, it was not a surrender to his argument. There simply was no reason to waste her breath trying to convince him of the ultimate goodness of Pa’amadin, or that of any of the gods. They could argue back and forth for many long years and never reach an agreement, so to try was a fool’s errand.
“To be sure,” Uzzret said with a self-satisfied smirk, obviously feeling he had won the argument. He walked away, leaving her alone.
Ellonlef sat down on a block of sandstone. She stayed there until the ruined face of Hiphkos rose over the eastern horizon. As what was left of the Goddess of Wisdom climbed into the sky, Ellonlef wished she had not remained out of doors. Instead of a cool, comforting blue, Hiphkos’s light shown down upon the world through a face of boiling fire and ash. Of Memokk and Attandaeus, there was no sign they had ever existed, unless it was the scattered aura slowly expanding like a band of stars away from Hiphkos.
“All is changed,” Ellonlef said, fearing that what had happened the day before was only a beginning of an end to all things.
As if to mark the moment, a fiery cascade of falling stars slashed the night.
The tears of Pa’amadin,
Ellonlef thought, wondering if the god she held in the highest esteem actually wept, or was merely sending further signs of his wrath, portents of some greater destruction yet to come. Unable to bear the sight any longer, she looked away.




Chapter 8
 
 
   “You look terrible,” Hazad said when Kian came into view, escorted by Ishin, the leader of the Asra a’Shah.
“So I don’t get a welcome kiss?” Kian said with a weary grin, clasping the big man’s hand. To be back among friends filled his heart with an indescribable gladness. There had been times on his long march when he felt he was the only living man striding the torn face of the world.
Hazad vacated the rock he was using as a seat and pushed Kian down in his place near a smoldering bonfire. The smoky fire was not meant to ward against cold, but rather to drive off the swarms of stinging insects. The stone was not shaped for comfortable sitting, and the fire’s acrid smoke burned the eyes, but Kian welcomed anything that resembled comfort after trudging for days through the swamp. Where the company had cut a trail on the way to Varis’s temple, the quaking had changed the face of the marshes completely. Bogs had appeared where there had been none, and where they had been, wide mudflats studded with slabs of jagged bedrock now dominated. He did not want to think on the countless fallen trees he’d had to scramble over, or go under, or skirt around, all without even the meanest provisions. Kian was absolutely certain that the last few days had been the most trying of his life.
Azuri shoved a plump skin into Kian’s hand. “It’s—”
Kian gulped what he thought was fresh water, but liquid fire filled his throat.
“—jagdah,” Azuri finished with a sardonic smirk.
“Damn me!” Kian rasped, coughing. He made to hurl the skin away, but Hazad snatched it out of his hand.
Leveling a fierce scowl at him, Hazad said, “Are you mad? Men have been killed for lesser offences than tossing out perfectly good spirits.” To quench his affront, he took a long pull.
“Water would have been better,” Kian said. “I’ve been running through this damned swamp for three days now, living off black water, slime, and grubs.”
“Grubs?”
Hazad said in revulsion, and promptly dribbled more
jagdah
into his throat.
“Perhaps you should have found a horse,” Azuri suggested.
“A horse!” Kian laughed darkly. “How could I have, when the lot of you cowards rode away with them?”
Azuri rolled his eyes. Several of the Asra a’Shah, who suffered no slight to their honor even in jest, began muttering amongst themselves. Kian ignored them; he was too exhausted to worry over hurt feelings.
“Here,” Ishin said in his thick Geldainian accent. He handed over a fresh waterskin and a wooden bowl filled with a thin broth and floating globs of pale meat.
Kian rinsed out his mouth with water, then ravenously tucked into the stew. At the first bite, he flung the bowl aside and began retching. Ishin glared, the whites of his eyes prominent against his near-black skin.
Azuri flicked an invisible speck of dust from his immaculate sleeve—how the man stayed clean in a swamp was beyond Kian. “Now you know why I gave you the
jagdah
first. It has the blessed capacity to kill the taste of anything you eat afterward.”
Gasping, wondering if he had been poisoned, Kian wiped his lips with a shaky hand. With a Geldainian curse, Ishin snatched the bowl off the muddy ground and strode to the far side of the fire, and there began conversing with a group of his fellows, gesticulating with the empty bowl for emphasis. Two frowned and nodded in agreement to whatever he was saying, but the others laughed at Ishin’s expense and offered Kian sympathetic glances. Apparently, even Ishin’s brethren considered his cooking undesirable.
Hazad took a third pull of
jagdah, then sighed with delight. “You should have been here last night,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m certain Ishin broiled up a pile of sheep flop and drowned it in a gravy of dog vomit.”
“Enough!”
Kian cried, wrenching the skin of spirits from the big man. After two searing gulps, the liquid fire of his homelands did as promised, searing away all taste of the stew, and likely all meals he would eat in the next year.
After catching his breath, Kian asked, “Is there nothing else to eat besides—”
“Snake-fish stew?” Azuri said mildly.
Kian’s throat spasmed in revolt. He closed his eyes, willed his guts to settle. “Anything but that, yes,” he said when he could.
Hazad handed him a none too clean cheesecloth bag. “Salted meat. It should do.”
Kian stared at him with disgust, but rather than berate Hazad for holding out, he untied the bag, pulled out a thick slab of dried beef and stuffed it into his mouth. To make a point, he ate the entire contents, studiously ignoring Hazad’s fretting.
“That, my friend,” Kian said when he finished, “was most
excellent!”
“I hope you enjoyed it,” Azuri said dryly, “because that was the last of anything palatable. As we are days from any settlement and any chance for refit, it is starve or suffer Ishin’s fare.”
Kian considered that for a time, mentally forming a map of Aradan and getting his bearings. “Fortress El’hadar is nearest, though I would rather not go to that accursed place.”
“We have no choice,” Hazad said with no small regret. Few men willingly ventured to El’hadar, what with its Black Keep and the half-mad lord marshal who ruled it. “El’hadar is maybe three days ahead, and right on the edge of the marshes. Yuzzika is easily a fortnight south and east from here.”
“Then El’hadar it is,” Kian said, unconsciously counting heads of the men around the fire.
Azuri guessed what he was doing. “Since first night, you are the only man to have returned. We sent out search parties, but they found nothing. With you, there are now twenty-four men.”
Kian sighed heavily. Not counting himself, Hazad, Azuri, and the prince, the company had left Ammathor with sixty Asra a’Shah. He had never lost so many under his command. Fury bloomed in his heart, but he had no enemy to attack, unless he drew his sword and began hacking away at fallen trees, or the earth itself.
Letting his head droop, he scrubbed fingers through his matted hair. Of course, there was an enemy, a young man that Kian had done his best to avoid thinking about since fleeing from the temple that Varis had led them to. Even now, he decided morning would be soon enough to broach that subject.
“Do we, at the least, have enough bedding to go around?” Kian asked.
Hazad nodded. “Come, and let father Hazad tuck you in.”
“As long as you do not try to swaddle my bottom,” Kian snarled.
Chuckling, Hazad led him a little way from the bonfire to a cleared area filled with a dozen crude, open-walled tents. Within the tents were raised beds made of branches that had been lashed together with vines. Insects were always a problem in the marshes, but the firemoss hunters’ trick of raising your bed ensured that most of the bugs that scurried about on the ground after dark stayed on the ground.
“You sleep on the right,” Hazad said. “The left is mine.”
Kian stifled a groan. Hazad had the unfortunate habit of rolling about in the night and groping anyone he was sharing a tent with. He snored as well, loud and unceasingly.
Kian was too exhausted to care. “Wake me for the last watch.”
“No.” Hazad said, shaking his head. “Sleep. You need it.”
Kian was not about to argue.
After shaking out his blankets to ensure no spiders, ants, or worse had made a nest, Kian unbuckled his swordbelt and set it near to hand, then flopped down on the makeshift bed with a relieved grunt. He had caught only snatches of sleep since he ordered the retreat, and the prospect of getting close to a full night of uninterrupted rest made him sigh in gratitude. He started to drift off as soon as his eyes closed, the low chatter of those men not on watch acting like a lullaby.
From seemingly a mile away Ishin said, “Fenahk?” His voice carried the barest touch of alarm. “Your watch is not over for another turn of the glass. Unless you have something to report, get back on the line.”
Kian found himself unconsciously waiting for a response. Of all the men he had ever hired, the Asra a’Shah were the most duty-bound he had met. They simply did not shirk responsibility, and not one of them would have come in from their turn at watch unless something was wrong. The horses became restive, stamping their hooves and snorting.
“Fenahk, are you …
well?”
Kian’s eyes flared open at Hazad’s harsh, if quiet, curse. He sat up to find everyone staring at the saffron-robed figure standing just at the edge of the firelight. At first, Kian could not see what all the fuss was about, then Fenahk took a halting step closer to the fire, and Kian’s insides twisted. He knew Fenahk, as he knew all the men under his command, and this was not that man. Like all the Geldainians, Fenahk was not so large as an Izutarian, but rather a short, slender fellow. This man’s bulk rivaled Hazad’s. Yet there was more. It was as if something huge and malformed had donned Fenahk’s skin like a coat, and that too-small garment was threadbare and coming apart.
“Kiaaan,”
Fenahk croaked in a voice that in no way resembled that of a man.
“Everyone, stay where you are,” Azuri warned in his eerily calm manner.
Ishin seemed not to hear or see what everyone else did. He angrily strode forward. “Get back to your post!” he ordered.
Fenahk’s eyes, black through and through, locked on the approaching mercenary. Kian was sure those orbs had not been so large when Fenahk had stepped into the firelight. Ishin halted abruptly, uncertainty flickering across his features. He stood but four paces from Fenahk. Whatever he saw at that short distance caused him to slowly reach for the hilt of the scimitar strapped across his back. All at once, everything was in motion.
Sword in hand, Kian leapt to his feet. Hazad ran toward Ishin. Azuri produced a gleaming dagger. Most of the Asra a’Shah dragged their great scimitars free, while the rest hastily strung their bows. Fenahk rushed forward far more quickly than his previously shambling gait had suggested was possible. Ishin was the first to die.
With a demonic roar, Fenahk’s mouth gaped wide, shredding his cheeks and revealing a bloody, slavered maw full of slanting ebon teeth. Ishin screamed when that mouth snapped closed over his neck and shoulder. There came a gruesome crunching noise as those teeth sank deep and ground together. Ishin’s shrieks drowned out all other sound. Fenahk shook Ishin back and forth like dog worrying a rat, then cast him aside. The Asra a’Shah rolled limply in death, torn nearly in half.
As the Geldainians closed, the thing that had been Fenahk spread wide its arms. The saffron robe, and the flesh beneath those robes, tore apart in a spray of gore. The creature did not so much grow in size, as burst forth from weak constraints. Old flesh fell away to expose a creature of thick and twisted bones, freakish slabs of muscle, and blood-red skin covered in needle-like spines. The demonic beast straightened to its full height of at least twelve feet, and bellowed with a sound like a falling mountain.
A mercenary swung his scimitar in a deadly sidestroke, but the razor-edged steel managed only a thin slice before exploding like glass. The creature’s six-fingered hand flashed out in a blur of motion, impaling the Geldainian on dagger-length talons. It swept the dying man aside even as it came forward to meet the next attacker.
A wild-faced Hazad stopped midstride and spun to retrieve his bow. Azuri, eyes narrowed in concentration, cocked his arm and, in a blur, brought it forward. His dagger flew true, striking the creature’s chest, penetrating but an inch, before falling way. Azuri looked at the bent blade for the barest moment, then called, “Back, you fools!”
The mercenaries did not heed him. Nor did Kian. He raced past Azuri, who tried but failed to grab his arm. Kian came in low, thinking nothing, acting instinctively. His mind afire with purpose, his emotions cold and unfeeling as ice, he attacked. With his blade held before him like a short spear, he rammed it into the creature’s groin, the weakest point of any enemy. Where other steel had shattered or bent, his sword struck with a flare of blue fire that seemed to originate from his own hand. His steel sank deep with a horrid screech of metal scraping over bone. The creature threw its head back and let out a bloodcurdling scream. Kian’s eyes watered, and his ears felt as if they would burst. Teeth bared, he wrenched the sword free, just as a freakish hand thrice the size of a man’s swung at his head. He ducked away, just missing being decapitated, and fell into a graceless roll.
The Asra a’Shah had paused at Kian’s unexpected attack, but now they redoubled their efforts, their swords shattering or clanging against inhuman flesh, leaving only small wounds. Arrows from farther back shrieked through the smoky air, deadly true. To the last, each bolt exploded in a rain of splinters, as if having been fired at stone. One man went down, his head nearly torn from his neck by raking talons. Another instantly filled the gap in the circle of warriors, but fell an instant later, his innards spilling from a ragged gash in his belly. Despite their disadvantage, the Geldainian mercenaries continued their assault, effectively keeping the creature’s attention off Kian.
Kian scrambled to his feet, drawing his dagger to compliment his sword. He stabbed the shorter blade into the creature’s thigh, and again, blue flame erupted from his hands, traveled the length of the blade, and surged into the beast’s flesh. His sword came up as the creature bowed its great height. Glimmering black eyes, lifeless as that of a creature dragged from the deepest sea, focused on Kian. He instantly sent his sword into one of them. Thick, scalding ichor poured from the wound, forcing Kian to dance back without his weapon.
With blurring speed, the thing that had been Fenahk caught Kian in one of its enormous hands and drew him close. Kian tensed every muscle, sensing some queer energy rippling through him, a force that resisted the long claws pricking his skin—claws that should have shredded him. Slaver dripped from massive teeth onto Kian’s upturned face. His hands shot out, catching hold of two of those fangs. He pushed against them to avoid being torn asunder. The tip of his sword, covered in black fluid, jutted from the top of the creature’s massive head. Such a wound should have been mortal, but Kian sensed only the swift approach of his own death.
Rage filled his mind, bringing with it the cold fury of a winter storm scouring the barren ice fields of his homelands. With the only weapon left to him, he bellowed his defiance into the face of his doom. The creature abruptly drew back, as if in pain. It loosed its own deafening howl, and Kian howled with it, that sense of inexplicable power surging through him, seeking escape. Their combined voices rose higher, wordless cries filling the night. Asra a’Shah staggered back, gaping in shock.
As the twin bellows rose higher still, a dark mass of oily smoke oozed out of the creature’s face, which seemed to be dissolving before Kian’s eyes. He ceased his wild shout, arching backward to avoid the foul touch of those greasy tendrils. The creature suddenly hurled him away. Kian flipped through the air, weightless and tumbling until he hit the ground. He rolled and skidded, bouncing along like a skipping stone, halting only after he struck the base of a tree.
He leapt up, casting about for something with which to strike the hell-spawned nightmare. Before he could find a weapon, Hazad was there, one big hand on each of Kian’s shoulders, shaking him. “It’s over. Whatever you did, it worked. That thing is gone. It …
melted.”
Kian shook his head, clearing the battle rage, thawing the iced blood in his veins. He abruptly stopped trying to get loose of Hazad’s grasp. “How?” he asked, breathless, not sure exactly what had happened.
“We can worry about that later,” Azuri said. “Unless you want to wait around here for another one of those demons to show up?”
“Demon?”
Kian rasped. “Only in children’s tales can demons escape the bounds of the Thousand Hells.” To his own ears, the explanation sounded hollow, for as hard as it was to believe, what else besides a demon could the creature have been? And had he not himself considered the same when those monstrous, vaporous shapes had escaped the temple with Varis?
Gingerly holding each weapon by its hilt, Azuri handed over Kian’s sword and dagger with a look of more than passing curiosity. The blades were covered in a rank wetness that Kian could only name blood, though it was thicker than any he had ever seen, and black besides. As he set to wiping them clean, Azuri elaborated in a rational tone.
“If that was not a demon escaped from
Geh’shinnom’atar, then we are all mad. While I concede that a group of men might all go insane at once, it is doubtful that we would all suffer the same vision.”
Hazad gulped his
jagdah. In most things the big man was fearless, yet now his eyes were feral. “What if those living shadows at the temple with Varis were demon spirits, as well?”
Azuri shook his head with a troubled look. “Some old stories claim that demons can possess a man, and
remake
them. Fenahk, whatever he became, seems to prove that.”
“Gods good and wise, what did that fool boy bring on us?” Hazad snarled. “And how did he do it?”
“I do not know,” Azuri said. “Whether by his deeds or another’s, it would appear that
Geh’shinnom’atar
has been breached.”
Kian held his sword up for inspection, found it clean, and slid into the scabbard. “I do not recall any stories ever saying a man could kill a demon with steel,” he said. “Nor do I recall ever hearing that the gates of the Thousand Hells were located in a tumbledown temple within the Qaharadin.” He set to scrubbing the dagger.
“Nor have I,” Azuri admitted. “Yet, stories of demons and
Geh’shinnom’atar
are as old as mankind. Who can say what has been lost in their telling over the ages?”
Kian frowned at the memory of those vaporous shapes, dozens of which had surged out of the roiling pit where the temple had been, monstrous figures that had seemed to circle and brush against Varis, like old companions. “How could demons—the Fallen, the
mahk’lar—escape
Geh’shinnom’atar, a prison created by the Three before the first men walked?” He thought a moment, then added, “What’s more, why did that demon call out
my
name?”
Azuri shrugged. “My guess is—”
“Guesses are useless,” Kian interrupted. “I—we—need answers if we are to defend ourselves well enough to reach El’hadar with the remaining men we have.”
“Possibilities are all we have,” Azuri answered, unperturbed by the force of Kian’s demands. “The Hall of Wisdom at Ammathor may have answers and, too, the scholars of the Magi Order, or even the Sisters of Najihar.”
“There might be others who know,” Hazad said flatly.
Kian raised his eyebrows in question.
Hazad looked torn between distaste and hopefulness. “The Madi’yin.”
“Leave it to you to trust in anything the begging brothers have to say,” Azuri said in derision.
The big man glared. “When the world goes mad, I trust that madmen may have answers closer to truth. Demons, after all, seem to be their favored topic.”
Azuri seemed to be searching his mind for a retort, but found none.
Kian glanced over his companions’ shoulders at the demon’s remains—a pool of reddish sludge. Somehow, his sword alone had truly harmed the creature.
My sword,
he thought, knowing that was not the truth, not entirely. It had been that blue fire that had traveled through him and into his weapon that had caused harm. Even that, in the end, had not slain the demon, but rather his voice. None of it made sense. Still, if he was to defend himself and others against further attack, he needed to know why he had succeeded where others had failed—but not yet. Now they must run.
“Something has happened in the world that should not be,” he said, imposing himself between Hazad and Azuri. “And that
something
must have to do with whatever Prince Varis did and
became
at the temple.”
He purposefully did not mention the blue fire that had issued from his own flesh, nor did he mention that his cry had destroyed the creature, though by the look in their eyes, he knew his friends had noted it all. It was not lost on him in that moment that something similar had happened with the serpent-root that Varis had called forth to attack him. It too had perished at his touch. He did not want to talk about these things, until he’d had time to ponder the strange events. But the undeniable truth, no matter how hard he tried to avoid or disbelieve it, was that whatever had changed Varis, had also changed him. A chill crept over his skin at the thought of sharing any kind of bond with the young prince of Aradan.
Hazad and Azuri shared a look that suggested they had at least broached the issue of what had happened to Varis while Kian was trying to reach them. Had he the luxury of time, Kian would have welcomed any opinion, but he sensed danger closing in from all sides, stalking them … stalking
him. He had never been one to fear shadows, but in that moment, he did not doubt that he had the right of it.
It called me by name.
The tingle of fear crept again over his flesh. He had known fear as a child, when roving the deadly streets of Marso. He had not enjoyed the sensation then, and he liked it even less now.
“We must get out of this accursed swamp,” Kian said, pushing all else aside. “Then we make for El’hadar to refit. Lord Marshal Bresado keeps a magus there. Perhaps he can shed some light on this. After that, regardless of what we learn from El’hadar’s magus, I intend to make for Izutar. Our Asra a’Shah friends can return to Geldain, or go wherever they wish.”
“Do you not think the prince’s family should learn of what happened to him?” Azuri asked.
“They will, I’m sure, but not from my mouth,” Kian said with a disgusted snort, his mind made up. It was not fear that drove him now—he would not and had never let fear control him—but rather a large measure of antipathy he had for all of Aradan and her people. The realm, as he had always known it, was surely a land fit for demons and strife. More, he had survived Varis’s attack, and now a demon spawned from the bowels of the Thousand Hells. In his mind, he had given enough to Aradan. His duty to the Kilvar line was concluded, even if for but half of the agreed upon gold. As for Varis’s attack against him, Kian reasoned that there were battles that needed fighting, and then there were grudges best left to fate and destiny to decide.
“I’m finished with demons and princes,” Kian announced. “I’m finished with this kingdom and this gods-cursed swamp. I cannot guess Varis’s intentions, whatever he is now. The people of this godless realm can fight him, or bow to him, or sacrifice themselves for his amusements, for all I care.”
Dozens of eyes studied him, but no one seemed inclined to disagree or offer a different choice.
“To horse!” he ordered. “We make for the desert. At least there we will be able see what is coming long before it gets to us.”




Chapter 9
 
 
 In the predawn light, a young man nearly unrecognizable as Prince Varis Kilvar of the Kingdom of Aradan halted a dozen miles beyond the broken walls of Krevar. He surveyed the destruction, noted the deep crevasse zigzagging across the desert before reaching the collapsed northern wall of the fortress.
I did this,
he thought with a mirthless smile. With but one action, that of taking the powers long hidden within the Well of Creation, he had remade the face of the world. He would not stop there. The glorious reshaping would continue for an age of man under his reign.
Although Varis had been running almost the entire time since leaving the temple, he was neither exhausted nor breathing hard. The need for rest had become as irrelevant to him as the need for sleep. He required only the living world around him to sustain his strength. Where another man would have collapsed long since, he simply drew on the life forces of a thousand living things, forcing their energy to replenish him. In time, should Peropis fail him, he would learn on his own the ways to make his life and flesh incorruptible. Not only would his reign be glorious, it would be eternal.
Before returning fully to Geh’shinnom’atar, leaving him to secure his army, Peropis had taught him more directly how to harvest miniscule portions of the life all around him, and how to resist taking more than his mortal body could contain. There was a balance to be struck, she told him, between taking life and releasing it in equal measures.
It was a constant war not to draw too much of that mysterious power and simply hold it, but Peropis had explained, “Soon, Prince of Aradan, the breadth and depth of your strength will exceed your greatest desires. You are but a babe taking his first steps. In the fullness of time, you will run. However, you must understand that the gift you possess was never meant for the hands of men. For you, I have changed that. Do not waste that gift by destroying yourself.”
Varis kept secret that he desired more than she promised, and that he knew she was not telling him the full truth of her intentions. For now, he would allow her to serve as his teacher and guide. All the while, he would expand his power.
After Aradan was his, he would then stretch out his hand over lands known and unknown, across all the face of the world, and subdue them. Afterward, he would destroy Peropis and take what sustained her—not a life force, he had discovered, but something like it.
But all that would come later, he reminded himself again. As Peropis said, for now he needed an army to do his bidding and shield his still very human flesh from the weapons of men too foolish to understand that a living god stood in their midst.
Deciding that he would not move on Krevar until nightfall, thus utilizing the darkness of night to bring out men’s inborn fears, he found an outcrop of rocks that would provide shade from the rising sun, and settled down to wait. As the day grew brighter, the eastern sky exploded in a crimson wave that stretched all the way to the western horizon. To Varis’s changed eyes, he saw only smudges of silver-lined gray, an image of stark beauty in its own right.
The acrid scent of smoke drew his attention toward the Qaharadin. Infernos raged throughout the swamp, doubtless brought to life by the fiery streaks that had fallen every night since he set out from the collapsed temple. To the north and west, far out into the swamp, a great roiling black and gray plume rose like a storm cloud. He placed it somewhere near where the temple had been. He knew not what would come of it, but before he had left the site of his rebirth, molten stone had began to bubble and spew from under the spot where the Three had hidden their powers. No doubt a day would come that he might return to the spot and find a monument in his honor, an offering given by the lightless heart of the world itself.
Varis found himself hoping for great fires and worse catastrophes, knowing that he could combine the uncertainty and terror of widespread destruction and calamity with his plan to take the Ivory Throne as his own, and then the surrounding kingdoms of Tureece, Falseth, and Izutar. Geldain, across the Sea of Drakarra, would fall, too, for though it was a wasteland every inch as much as the Kaliayth Desert, it was also a rich land. He cared not for the wealth, but rather for the sumptuous temples he would have constructed in his honor, places where people could properly worship him. For the time being, here at Krevar, admittedly Peropis’s design, he would employ different methods to gain the devout followers he needed to ensure his ascension to the Ivory Throne.
As the day lengthened, Varis turned his mind to Kian Valara, the Izutarian barbarian, a man who sold his sword to the highest bidder. Although Varis still could not conceive why or how the man posed a threat to him, Peropis had assured him that Kian was dangerous enough to let her deal with him, rather than taking a direct hand in it. Once more, he suspected she knew more than she was telling, but decided what she knew did not matter.
Given the chance, he would deal with Kian himself.
As heat shimmers began rising off the desert, Varis reclined deeper in the outcrop’s shade. Even at a distance, he sensed the many hundreds of people milling about within the walls of Krevar. When he looked that way, the heap of rubble that had once been Aradan’s mightiest fortress shone with shades of silver and gray. At first he had believed that Peropis had cursed his eyes by stealing from them the ability to see color, but now he knew differently. His new sight showed him exactly what he needed to see, and where to strike. As for the rest of his body, which he had first seen reflected in a pool of water a two days past, the transformation was shocking. To his new sight, he appeared to be a risen spirit. His skin was pale, and his flesh was so thin as to be nearly transparent. While he would not have traded what he gained from those changes, it assaulted his pride enough that he had clothed himself from head to heel at the first opportunity.
He had first come out of the swamp at night and, guided by the glow of life, made for a firemoss hunter camped nearby. Varis’s appearance had reduced the poor fellow to a gibbering, begging imbecile. Without hesitation, Varis had drained the man like a waterskin, until all that was left behind was a leathery husk wrapped about jutting bones. All the while, the ‘moss hunter’s team of oxen had chewed their cud with bland indifference.
With matched callousness, Varis had sorted through the man’s chest of clothes until he found what he needed: a tunic, trousers, and a long, hooded cloak that when belted looked like lowborn robes.
After, he had begun again the long, swift march to Krevar… .
Over long hours of rumination, day gave way to night, and even that was waning by the time Varis stirred.
Across the firmament, the now familiar streaks of fire flashed past overhead. To the east, the waning, burning face of Hiphkos rose, crowned with an ever growing ring of what looked like stars, but could not be. It struck him that what he was seeing was actually the ruptured remains of Memokk and Attandaeus. He could not be certain, but he thought that the celestial fires that had initially spread across the face of Hiphkos had grown dimmer.
He laughed at the idea of various priesthoods and their followers, across many lands, running about in a panic believing that the gods they worshipped had just died, when in truth those gods had actually sacrificed themselves at the dawn of mankind. The perceived deaths of the gods would ensure mankind would embrace him and his dominance. Men, for the most part, were but lowly beasts ever-seeking a leader of strength and authority, someone or something stronger than themselves. In the face of his own power, such fools would eagerly bow, thinking to curry favor or, at the least, to stave off due punishment. Like all canny leaders, Varis would use such fawning idiots to further his own ends. When their usefulness expired, he would dispose of them. The rest, he supposed, he would spare for his amusement, for if nothing else, fools provided all manner of entertainment.
Pushing aside these trifles of interest, Varis stood and looked to the south. Ethereal filaments danced and swayed like radiant sea grass above Krevar. He could gauge each strand’s strength by the force of its glow. And in Krevar, he judged, there was much pain and suffering.
With careful study, he found a particular life force, studied it, and concluded that that one strand was the only one he must protect. Then, with reckless abandon, he added to the pain and fear of the rest, draining away the vitality of the living. Before the great wealth of living energy could destroy him, he began pouring it into the Qaharadin Marshes, some miles distant.
By the time he finished his work, the swamp had grown deeper and wider.




Chapter 10
 
   
    A
loud rapping drew Ellonlef from a restless sleep. Before she raised her head from the pillow, a woman wearing the white and gray livery of House Racote burst through the door. Cast in the light of a firemoss lantern, her features were a mask of dismay. “Sister!” she cried, “Lord Marshal Otaker has summoned you. Please … please hurry!”
Groggy, Ellonlef sat up. “What is the hour, Alia?”
“The third past midnight, Sister. Please, you must come. It’s terrible.” Her face crumpled and tears began to stream.
“Alia, are you ill?”
“No,” she wailed. “Not … not yet.”
“Tell me what is amiss,” Ellonlef ordered, sliding out of bed. She drew on her white robes, then tied back her dark hair with a leather thong. While she hastily washed the sleep from her eyes, Alia spoke in broken sobs.
“People are … they are dying everywhere. It’s a plague.”
Ellonlef looked up from the washbasin, water dripping off her cheeks.
“You must come, Sister.”
Ellonlef dried her face and followed Alia out of the room. The servant woman hurried down corridor after corridor, all blazing with the light of rush torches and firemoss wall lamps. Everywhere she looked, death and stunned grief met her eyes. Here and there, guards stood over their brothers in arms, men who had perished from what looked like a year-long wasting sickness. The faces of the dead were gray as bathwater, with glazed eyes floating in hollow sockets; mouths gaped, as if they had been crying out even as they perished.
Ellonlef sank to her knees at a child’s side. The girl looked the same as the rest. The mother, another servant woman, was shrieking and clawing at her cheeks in despair. Suddenly, as if she had been slapped, the mother’s cries cut off. Ellonlef made to touch her arm, but Alia caught her wrist and dragged her back.
“Do not touch her!”
Alia screamed.
Before Ellonlef could protest, the mother’s face began to gray, and her cheeks thinned and sunk. Alia released Ellonlef and backed away, a hand held over her mouth. Ellonlef’s attention remained on the dying woman, who had fallen to her knees and pitched over on her side to lay gasping like a landed fish. Guards approached from the other end of the corridor, but when they saw the woman, they halted.
Disregarding her own safety, Ellonlef moved to the dying woman’s side. Alia begged her to stay away, and would come no closer herself. Ellonlef took the woman’s head in her lap and smoothed back her black hair. It had been dark and thick moments before, but now was brittle as straw, and broke off at her touch. The woman’s skin was cold as the grave, dry as desert sand. Searching eyes found Ellonlef. She tried to speak but no words came, and her lips pulled back from her teeth in a withering rictus.
Ellonlef did not know how long she held the woman before Lord Marshal Otaker joined her side.
“Sister, please, come away. This sickness seems to spread by … touching a victim, or by the very air we breathe.”
“I have never seen the like,” Ellonlef said, voice hollow. “This cannot be a catching sickness. Nothing save poison kills so swiftly. But even poison cannot drain away one’s vitality in this way.”
Otaker gently pulled Ellonlef to her feet and directed her away. The servant woman, along with all the others who had perished, was left where she had fallen. Those still alive stared with sad surety etched on their features as Ellonlef and Otaker departed. To them, there could be no question that both would soon fall.
They were rounding the corner to Otaker’s chambers before Ellonlef regained her composure. “There is no need to pull me along.”
Otaker released her arm and looked away, a sheen of unshed tears in his gaze. Her insides twisted with sudden insight. “Lady Danara … your children?” She let the unvoiced question hang before them.
The lord marshal bowed his neck, his chin trembling. The strong, proud features she had always known was lost behind a face of abject misery.
“Come,” Ellonlef said, but in her heart the brief flare of hope she had that Danara and her children remained alive had already perished.
Together they hastened to Otaker’s chambers, only to be stopped short by a handful of grieving servants waiting outside the door. Otaker eased through them. When they saw who it was, the women bowed their heads, and the men touched their fists to heart in homage. Ellonlef followed, hard on his heels.
She halted as soon as she caught sight of Lady Danara lying on the bed, a wasted gray husk like all the others. Her heart ached at the mewling sounds she heard emanating from Otaker’s throat. He stumbled to his wife’s side, took her hand, and collapsed to his knees. He looked at her a long time, then raised his face to the ceiling and howled in anguish. The echoes of that despairing cry swept through the keep, and wherever it was heard the listeners felt their blood run cold.
Desolation sank into Ellonlef, playing havoc with her soul. It overwhelmed her. She turned and fled, shamed by her weakness, but unable to bear the pain of so many, not after all she had seen since the Three had collided and burned in the heavens. But no matter where she went, sorrow followed her. Men, women, and children, with no regard for rank or birth, lay like cordwood at every turn. Eventually she fled the keep, only to find worse out of doors.
On she ran, until coming to the market square, where she finally halted. There, instead of grief, the power of fear had taken hold, backlit by leaping, roaring flames. Those not yet stricken ran to and fro with blazing torches raised, eyes wild. Standing atop a pile of crumbled mud bricks, Magus Uzzret urged on the frenzy.
“Burn the dead!” he bellowed, his eyes bulging with a desperation bordering on insanity.
“Burn them all!”
Soldiers and townsfolk alike rushed to do his bidding, so lost in terror that they did not conceive that touching the dead might poison their own lives. Bodies were dragged from the shadows and haphazardly thrown onto roaring bonfires. Thick smoke poured from the tangled corpses, which seemed to catch and burn as easily if they had been dipped in oil.
Uzzret raised his arms before the flames, the wafting heat rustling his blue robes. He shouted incoherently, as if urging the inferno higher.
“Tell them to stop!” Ellonlef urged. “This is madness!”
The magus cut off his incoherent ranting to glare down at her. Spittle flecked his quivering lips. “Would you defy the judgment of the gods?”
Ellonlef was taken aback by the rapid change of heart of a man who had so recently proclaimed that there were no gods. He had gone from an unbeliever to a zealot in a matter of hours.
As if reading her thoughts, Uzzret added with disturbing calm, “To my shame, I have disavowed the gods, as has my brotherhood. I see now my folly, and the folly of the world. This sea of death is a sign as surely as is the shaking of the world and the destruction of the Three, and even the fires that rage in the west.
“Too long has the world cavorted at the perverse altars of debauchery and bloodlust, with the Kingdom of Aradan serving as the High Priest. Too long have we been turned from the faces of the
true
gods, chasing after the desires of our hearts.” The longer he spoke, the faster and higher came his voice.
“We who should have known better! You and I, our orders, have cringed in cowardice, trading our morality for peace, rather than speaking against sacrilege and debauchery. Now, the gods of old have bestirred themselves, have awoken from their long slumber, weighed our worth, and found the world of men wanting.
Judgment has come!
The fires of their enemies’ burning brighten the heavens by night, and terrible rumblings lay waste to the lands by day.” He leered down at her. “This is only the beginning of the end! We must appease our true creators before it is too late.”
“Pa’amadin, the God of gods, Creator of All, desires our devotion—not
toasted corpses,” Ellonlef offered in a soothing voice, hoping to instill a sense of calm into Uzzret.
His dark eyes, mirroring the flames all around, took on a hard light without a whit of compassion. He jabbed an accusatory finger at her. “Pa’amadin is but another false god, a
device
created by corrupt and shameless hearts. The
true gods, be they nameless or their names merely forgotten, demand fire and blood, as in the days of old! You deny that which is undeniable. Even as the waves of catastrophe break around us all, you stand apart from truth. If you will not humble yourself, even as the realm burns in the fires of our own making, then you must burn in those fires …
as will all heretics.”
Ellonlef began backing away, telling herself this must be a terrible dream. How could a man lose his mind so swiftly? And not only that, how could he come to such outlandish conclusions?
“Seize her!”
Uzzret screeched.
“Cast her into the fires!”
Ellonlef spun to flee, but came face to face with a creature risen straight from
Geh’shinnom’atar. When its dead white eyes found her, she choked on a scream.




Chapter 11
 
 
   With veiled amusement, Varis watched the Sister of Najihar recoil. Between her shock at seeing his ravaged features, and hearing the ravings of Magus Uzzret, it was all he could do not to fall into a fit of laughter. Peropis had assured him that she knew the hearts of men, had learned their ways from their beginnings. She had painted a picture of what to expect, and what to utilize, that was uncannily similar to the scenes of chaos he had encountered since passing within the broken walls of Krevar. But jumping so quickly to burning
heretics
alongside corpses as an appeasement to nameless gods, no less, was more than even Peropis had anticipated.
A pair of guards who had not heard Uzzret’s wild command to hurl Ellonlef into the flames, came from the shadows dragging the body of one of their fellows, intending to burn the corpse. Their grim labor sobered the prince. If he did not put a stop to this nonsense, and soon, the seeds of his future army would, quite literally, go up in smoke.
Varis strode to the feet of the old gaping fool perched atop the hill of broken stone. “Magus Uzzret,” he said, knowing the man’s name as well as the woman’s, just as he knew all the advisors to the lords marshal across all of Aradan. “I’m sure that gods, forgotten or not, disdain such an empty sacrifice as charring the dead. Call off this madness if you ever hope to see these hapless souls walk again.”
“On whose authority do you speak?” Uzzret demanded, voice shaking. By his expression, it was all he could do not to succumb to the same fear filling Ellonlef’s heart.
Varis had the distinct impression that the man was a blustering imbecile who thought more highly of himself than did his peers, an assessment that had never reached his grandfather’s court in Ammathor. Of course, Varis considered, troubles and hardship often brought out a man’s true nature. At a furious shout, Varis was sure the old fool would soil himself. But there was no need for that, no matter how amusing it would be.
Raising himself up to his full height, Varis said, “By the authority of the blood of my Royal House, Magus Uzzret, that which has flowed through the veins of all the heirs of the Ivory Throne since the First King Edaer Kilvar stormed off the Kaliayth to bring about the fall of the Suanahad Empire, a thousand years gone.”
Both Uzzret and Ellonlef stared. To hasten their burgeoning understanding, he added, “Though I bear the recent scars given me by an enemy to all men, I am Prince Varis Kilvar, heir to the Ivory Throne of Aradan, Keeper of the Kaliayth in the West, and Holder of the Golden Plain in the East.”
“My lord,” Uzzret gasped, as recognition finally bloomed in his gaze. “What … what has befallen you?”
Varis did not bother answering. He did not wish to have to repeat himself incessantly, and he knew well that the tale he was about to tell was one created to coerce, not convince. He must act quickly, giving no time for deep consideration. He commanded, “Call off these men, Magus. This is no plague, and neither is it a curse of the gods.”
Uzzret and Ellonlef responded with questioning looks, and Varis laid down the first paving stone that would become the road to his accession.
“These deaths are the work of one man, who has stolen into himself the very powers of creation, once held by the Three. Before we lose anymore of the time needed to mend these wrongs, take me to Lord Marshal Otaker—if he still lives,” he added belatedly, not wishing these two fools to guess that he knew of at least one man, in particular, who still drew breath. Neither could know that he had purposefully spared Otaker, and so they did as he ordered.




Chapter 12
 
 
    It had taken Ellonlef much urging to get Otaker to leave his dead wife and grieving children, but now he sat behind his writing table, his eyes red from weeping. He stared at Prince Varis as if he were an apparition. As a frequent visitor to the king’s court, he had recognized the youth with little prompting, but it was apparent he was having a difficult time fully accepting what he was seeing.
Ellonlef knew how the lord marshal felt. She tried to ignore the revulsion she felt when she looked at the prince. She had briefly seen him as a child when she passed through Ammathor on her way to Krevar, but he no longer resembled that child. The dark skin given him by his ancestry had been bleached bone-white, and all the flesh beneath that skin had melted away, leaving him gaunt to the point of death. His eyes were whiter still than his skin, and every hair on his body had either fallen out or been burned away. He looked like a resurrected corpse, though without the warm blush of life.
Despite his abominable appearance, things he had mentioned troubled her more.
“Call off this madness,”
Varis had said in the market square,
“if you ever hope to see these hapless souls walk again.”
Though unspoken, it seemed that he had claimed the dead would be raised to life. Her conclusion of what he had meant was implausible enough for her to consider that she must have misheard him—except she knew she had not. Also, when the prince had demanded to be taken to Otaker, there had been a brief hesitation before he had added,
“if he still lives.”
It was as if he had known full well that Otaker was still alive.
“My lord,” Otaker said in a hollow tone, interrupting Ellonlef’s thoughts, “you have come at a grievous time for Krevar. We—”
Varis quieted Otaker with a raised hand. “I fear it is a ‘grievous time’ for the whole of Aradan and, perhaps, the entire world. The powers of the Three, the gods who created the world and men, have been stolen by a mere mortal, and the gates of
Geh’shinnom’atar
have been breached and the Fallen freed. This night, the
mahk’lar
stalk the face of the world.”
He spoke in such a matter-of-fact tone that it took Ellonlef a moment to fully register the import of his words. Uzzret moaned, low in his throat.
“The Three … the Fallen,” Otaker muttered, shaking his head. “Forgive my disbelief, but you speak the ramblings of the Madi’yin.”
Ellonlef struggled to keep her features calm, but she could not still her tongue. “How could a man
steal
the powers of living gods?” she asked incredulously.
Varis turned his lifeless gaze on her. “Suffice it to say, the Three live no longer. In truth, they destroyed themselves at the dawning of the age of men. The moons that represented their deity are but remnants—ghosts, if you will. And now, even their ghosts have been destroyed.”
Uzzret began bobbing his head, as if he had known as much all along.
“That is impossible,” Ellonlef said, shaken.
“If I had not believed the same,” Varis said, suddenly morose, “then I could have avoided suffering the living nightmare of my own ruination. However impossible, I
saw
that power unleashed and, too, I saw demons freed that those same energies held trapped within the Thousand Hells—demons that now soar free in the world of living men. That
force
melted my flesh, ripped through my bones, nearly destroyed me. I watched my supposed protector—a man who beguiled me with false tales of treasure large enough to aid Ammathor hidden within a secret temple—as he went mad with power and fury, and slaughtered those few under his command who were not loyal to him. He scorched them with fires created from
nothing. When that did not slake his bloodlust, he fashioned a vile and corrupt form of life from that which was once pure, using it to destroy all the rest who opposed him. By good fortune, I was able to escape—though not without paying a high price, as you can see.”
Varis pointed to the doorway. “Your people, Lord Marshal, are not the first to have their very lives drained from their flesh by this treacherous devil, and they certainly will not be the last. This man, along with those who follow him now, and those who will surely follow him later, must be destroyed. An army must be assembled and marched to Ammathor, for this man thinks to begin his conquest of the world by usurping the Ivory Throne. Though an army may not be enough to stop him, I would forewarn Ammathor, rather than let the city of my birth be taken completely unawares, as have been the people of Krevar.”
“Your
protector,” Otaker asked, “he is one of the House Guard?”
Varis shook his head. “No. The man is Kian Valara, an Izutarian mercenary leading a complement of Asra a’Shah hirelings.”
Before Otaker could respond, the prince explained: “With open rebellion more frequent than ever in Aradan, and the danger of Tureecian raiders increasing with every season, as well as the ever-present threat of the marauding Bashye, I wrongly chose men who I believed would be absolutely loyal to the gold I paid them, if not to myself. As it happened, Kian used my outing as a cover for his own diabolical ends. How long he has planned this, or why he needed me along, I cannot say.”
Uzzret abruptly coughed to gain everyone’s attention. “Perhaps this traitorous bastard intended to use you as a ransom?” he suggested, all but panting in his eagerness to provide an answer for Varis.
To Ellonlef, if no one else, the prince’s entire story sounded contrived. There could be some measure of truth in Varis’s words, but it struck her that despite all his professing ignorance, at the same time he seemed to know far more about the intricacies of what was happening than someone who had supposedly been
surprised
by a mercenary’s actions, and the ensuing results. As a Sister of Najihar, she was well-trained in looking for truths hidden amongst clever lies. While she could not put a finger on exactly what Varis’s secrets were, she
knew
they were there, and she
knew
Varis was lying to hide some greater, perhaps damning, truth.
“You may be correct, Magus,” Varis said with a dismissive shrug.
Uzzret bowed graciously, eagerly, as if Varis had bestowed upon him lands and titles. “You are too kind to your humble servant, Your Highness.” He took that moment to glance furtively between Ellonlef and Otaker. “Without you here to lead us, I fear that Krevar would have soon vanished under the shifting sands of the Kaliayth.”
The thinly-veiled slight had no apparent effect on Otaker, but Ellonlef felt rage growing in her heart, tempered only by pity. Uzzret was like a drowning man, searching for any hope, no matter how thin, so that he could escape certain death. It was not death by water that he fought against, Ellonlef knew, but a crushing wave of insanity. Too many tragedies had befallen Krevar over the last few days, and now a plague that was supposedly not a plague but rather the work of a man wielding the powers of gods, was simply too much for Uzzret to contend with. How many others were fighting the same battle, Ellonlef wondered, and what foolishness would those distraught minds gravitate towards, in order to save themselves?
Otaker said, “I have heard of this mercenary, and those reports never suggested he might be capable of such treachery. Izutarians, for all their reckless nature and uncouth ways, are heralded as men of both valor and honor. And, as you know, Your Highness, many serve with distinction in Aradan’s legions.”
Ellonlef sighed with relief. Though grieving, Otaker had not completely lost his wits to remorse. He was bringing to light ideas that flew in the face of Varis’s story.
“I cannot speak to what turned
this
Izutarian’s heart to embrace this darkness,” Varis said, somewhat defensively to Ellonlef’s ear, “but know that his heart
is
turned. By his own words—which I overheard spoken to his cohorts—he intends to begin his campaign of domination by subjugating all of Aradan. What he desires after that can only be imagined, but I dare say he will not stop at seizing the Ivory Throne.”
“Why would an Izutarian mercenary want to prop himself up as a king of Aradan and, as you hint, perhaps even an emperor?” Ellonlef asked, thinking this tale was growing more unbelievable by the moment. Men of all stripes were capable of seeking such enormous power, but never in all her studies had she learned of anyone who sought the accession to such authority by initially overthrowing the throne of a foreign land, instead of their own.
“Why does any man seek to rise above himself?” Varis said, evasively. Speaking quickly, he added, “All that matters, here and now, is that we must act with all haste. For Kian, from afar and by means I do not fully understand, has murdered scores in Krevar alone. Who can say what atrocities he has wrought along the rest of the border? If you seek hard answers, I have few enough, and much more speculation.”
Before any could respond, still speaking rapidly, Varis offered the details of his own speculation, which again sounded too much like firsthand knowledge to Ellonlef.
“My guess,” Varis began, “is that Kian intends to strike fear into the peoples’ hearts, using that trepidation to gain control over them. Unless you heed me, tens of thousands, all across the kingdom, shall perish. Be it terror or desire to spare themselves, others will surely align themselves with Kian and his army. I can do little on my own. I need your allegiance, lord marshal, and that of our countrymen, to swiftly build a counterforce greater than Kian’s—an army where fealty is earned through love, not terror.”
“The Magi Order has always provided strong, loyal supporters to the crown under that which they serve,” Uzzret blurted. “While I am not the head of my order, I can promise our support.”
Ellonlef bit back a derisive oath at such shameless bootlicking. It was not hard to do, because her greater concern was that Varis was using his astonishing story and highborn influence in an attempt to maneuver both Otaker and Uzzret to his side.
Otaker said, “My fealty has always been to the Ivory Throne and House Kilvar, Your Highness. But, if even half of what you say is true, then you are claiming that an Izutarian, a barbarian of the north, is planning to bring Aradan under his rule by means of the powers of … of
deceased gods. If so, how can such a man possibly be stopped with swords and spears and bows?”
Varis looked at his hands, turning them over and back, his features miserable. “Perhaps what has been done to me is a blessing … perhaps it is a curse. I know not.”
He looked up, dead eyes fixed on Otaker. There seemed to be something behind those white eyes, a sudden understanding of a troubling mystery. That understanding, it seemed, he kept to himself. Aloud he said, “What I do know is that when Kian seized the powers of creation, some measure of that power escaped into the world—and some was given to me.”
Varis’s expression of enlightenment quickly faded, and his voice came as a whisper. “In my ignorance, I could not save the men Kian killed at the temple, nor spare myself this affliction.” Abrupt tears streamed over his scant cheeks. “But it is not too late for Krevar or Aradan.”
Otaker’s eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”
“I can offer no promises, but in some manner I cannot fully understand, I believe I can restore the life which was stolen from our people.”
Uzzret gasped in shock, then threw himself prostrate before Varis.
Startled by such an unbelievable proclamation, Ellonlef frowned. Magus Uzzret might be ready to hand over his soul at a word from Varis, but she felt an ever-growing distrust for the prince. All that he spoke smacked of half-truths at best, and outright falsehoods at worst. Furthermore, he sounded like a madman. While she had never seen or met this Kian Valara, as Otaker had said the man’s reputation preceded him. He was said to be a hard man, but an honorable one. By the same measure, Varis’s repute had ever been that he was a cruel, selfish, spoiled youth.
Striving to solve the puzzle before her, to find hidden intents, Ellonlef let every word and deed Varis had said and done since his arrival wash over her, filtering his words through her own experience and wisdom. As a scholar of her order, she had much history and personal knowledge upon which to draw.
She abruptly caught her breath, a dread excitement surging through her veins. It took all of her will to remain silent, as she considered the truth dawning in her mind. She clearly saw how the youth had baited all present, deftly using the last days’ troubles to twist their minds and hearts toward his own ends. Save for the inclusion of the powers of creation, Varis’s was a common ploy often used amongst rabble-rousers and usurpers. Ellonlef could scarcely believe it had taken her this long to decipher his methods.
Varis’s strategy was not elegant, and did not need to be. Such manipulators relied heavily upon the predictable fickleness of the human soul when overburdened with disaster, loss, and uncertainty. Such opportunistic men cunningly positioned themselves at the fore of rudderless groups by providing simple, direct answers and solutions to troubling questions. It did not matter how irrational those answers might be, or how vile the solutions were, for the heavy-laden heart desired most of all to lash out against the incoming tide of pain. Once drawn into the maelstrom of his cause, such a manipulator directed his followers to focus upon a carefully provided enemy, inflaming them further still. As long as those fires raged, reason languished. Ellonlef’s study of past uprisings had taught her that after the passions of the bestirred masses waned, they often realized it was too late retreat back along the monstrous road they had tread. And, more often still, the enemy they had savaged and warred against proved less of a threat than the very leader who had guided them from the start.
Ellonlef’s mind worked frantically, putting the pieces of the puzzle together, as they related to Varis.
First he had come to Krevar, his flesh devastated, looking nothing like an Aradaner highborn, which gave weight to his commiseration with the plight of the townsfolk. Then he stirred in a crucial ingredient by suggesting a common enemy existed who was responsible for Krevar’s woes—Kian Valara. Going further, he had presented the mercenary as an undefeatable enemy with the power of gods at his disposal. Finally, after building a subtle sense of hopelessness, Varis shared that he had the means to reverse the enemy’s grim deeds. Of course, like all usurpers, he also needed willing followers.
“Why have you waited until this moment to reveal that you, as well as Kian, can wield these
powers of creation?” Ellonlef asked, unable to contain herself any longer. She had to stop this madness before it went too far. But at the same time, she needed to proceed with caution, for it was no small matter to accuse a sovereign son of Aradan. “Why not act first, and explain later?”
Varis turned on her. No hint of life shone in his eyes, but she felt cold hatred issuing from them. Before he could begin to speak, Uzzret was on his feet.
“You thankless, wretched woman,” he snarled. “You dare question the virtue of this man?”
“Enough!”
Otaker shouted. Then, in a quieter voice, he asked Varis, “Can you bring back Danara, my wife?”
Taking advantage of the distraction, Varis avoided answering Ellonlef. He nodded to Otaker and, belying his earlier statement that he could offer no promises, spoke now with absolute surety. “I can and will bring back your lady wife, as well as all the dead of Krevar—save those who have been devoured by flame. Those are lost, even to me.”
At this, Uzzret dropped his worshipful gaze and began babbling of his sorrow for ordering so many burned to ash. Varis ignored him.
“Tell me what I must do,” Otaker said fiercely.
Ellonlef felt her heart fall at his fervor. Whatever he had glimpsed behind the veil of Varis’s strange tale was now hidden by the false hope that he would again see his wife. For herself, Ellonlef had no doubt that the dead were dead and could not be raised. The only question was why Varis would make such a claim, when the evidence of his failure would destroy his standing.
What is he up to?
“Assemble the townsfolk as quickly as possible,” Varis ordered, “but let the dead remain where they fell.”
Otaker had begun nodding even as Varis spoke. When the prince finished, Otaker called in a handful of guards. “Assemble the townsfolk in the market square. If they cannot walk, carry them!”
After the guards ran out, Otaker led Varis, Uzzret, and a watchful Ellonlef to the market. Ellonlef wanted to draw Otaker away, tell him her concerns, but there was no chance. Everything was moving too fast.
Whatever means the guards used to get the people to come, it did not take long for them to gather. Varis ordered an empty, high-wheeled wagon brought into the open, then invited Otaker and the others to join him in its bed. Ellonlef stoically suffered Uzzret’s glares and harsh muttering, and Varis’s vacant if disdainful looks. Otaker said nothing, but paced back and forth in the wagonbed, fidgeting with expectation.
When the arriving stream of people trickled off, Otaker said to Varis, “My lord, there is no way to be certain if this is all who are left, but you spoke of haste.”
“So I did,” Varis said, scanning the mournful faces.
“You have only to ask,” Uzzret said, placing a hand on Varis’s forearm, “and I will provide any assistance you need.”
Varis shrugged the man off without a word, then faced the gathering. He raised his arms to gain their attention, and quickly repeated a similar story to that which he had related in Otaker’s quarters. It was not lost on Ellonlef that the prince’s tale was more refined now, adding to her belief that he was untrustworthy.
As Varis spoke, she saw confusion and fear written on the faces of the people ringed about the wagon, but mostly she saw deep sorrow. If not for the lassitude that grief produced, she was sure many would have slipped away. When Varis began telling them that he could bring their loved ones back to them, however, every face slowly, hesitantly, became rapt.
Ellonlef looked around for a way in which she might escape, for if Varis’s promises proved to be lies, as surely they must, the crowd was apt to go mad with fury, and tear apart anyone who stood at the prince’s side.
When Varis stopped talking, the market square was dead silent. Nodding as if that was what he had expected, Varis raised his arms and closed his eyes. Ellonlef, who had not heard his last words, gazed around, but saw nothing unusual. Not at first.




Chapter 13
 
 
   Varis raised his arms and closed his eyes. The gestures were unnecessary, but he wanted to focus everyone’s gaze on himself. After a moment, he opened his eyes. As he had expected, the attention he sought was fixed on him. To his sight alone, threads of life burned as bright, sinuous strands woven throughout those gathered. This life before him, he did not need. Instead, he sought the stolen life he had earlier placed within the Qaharadin Marshes. In his mind, he imagined the hundreds of miles worth of new growth suddenly wilting and dying. Carefully, he gave back the stolen life to the dead, just as Peropis had instructed.
Moments passed, and during that time the life he harvested became a torrent visible only to him. Everything around him was bathed in silvery white radiance. Long moments slid past without anything happening, and he began to worry that he had overstepped the limits of his ability … or was it that Peropis had lied to him yet again? Still, he continued, for while he did not trust Peropis, he could not afford to doubt her in this matter. He was almost certain she wanted something from his ascension, so his failure could not be part of her plan.
Suddenly a shout went up, far away. More followed the first, rapidly becoming joyous cries. Varis knew then that the dead were rising. A tide of murmurs swept through the crowd before him. Blinded as he was by the fierce radiance he was pulling into himself and then releasing, he could neither see the corpses revived, nor see them rise to look around with blank gazes, indifferent to the manic attention they received. He could not see it, but he could feel it happening.
He did not know how long he labored to reverse what he had done, but after what felt an age, the powers of creation slowly began to recreate life inside him, as they had at the temple. At that moment, he ceased pulling life from the swamp and, as planned, used his own life energies instead upon the dead of Krevar. His skin rapidly grew taught over fleshless bones, and he bowed under the weight of his own skeleton. His intention was to show that he was literally sacrificing his own flesh for his people, thus gaining even more devoted followers. In the end, he went on far longer than he should have, even until he wavered on the threshold between life and death.
As he toppled off the wagon to sprawl in the dust, he knew the sacrifice had been worthwhile. He lay before the wagon, dazed but smiling to himself, as the voices of men and women and children rejoiced over the risen dead and, too, shouted his praises. His subjects—his army—rushed forward, blessing him, doing all they could to comfort him. When they raised him up, wasted but alive, they broke out in song.
His elation was tempered by one thought.
Ellonlef’s questioning had spawned a revelation in his heart, or at least a suspicion. Peropis, though she had not elaborated, had warned him that Kian was a true danger. In reversing the truth of what had happened at the temple, by blaming Kian and claiming that some measure of the powers of creation had stolen into himself, Varis believed he understood why Kian made Peropis nervous. The longer he considered it, the more he understood that some part of the powers of creation had indeed graced the mercenary’s flesh, giving him the ability to survive the fires Varis had used to try to turn him into a cinder, and to prevail against the root-serpent he had birthed by mere thought. It was the only answer that made any sense.
Unlike Peropis, however, Varis did not fear Kian. The bumbling warrior could not know what had given him his protection. He no doubt believed it was luck, or that his own prowess had spared him. Varis smiled wanly. Kian, with his secret now known to Varis, could pose no threat. Not in the slightest




Chapter 14
 
 
   When Otaker saw the dead begin to rise and join the jubilant throngs, he leapt off the back of the wagon and ran as fast as his old legs could carry him, crying out the name of his lady wife. Ellonlef followed. Others came as well, those who had loved ones who had died in the keep.
Ellonlef felt as if she were caught in a frenzied herd of sheep, all bleating of “miracles” and “salvation” and the “blessed one.” What caught her unawares was that some part of herself responded in kind to their ecstasy, embracing the hope Prince Varis offered. Another part of her, however, reeled from what she had just witnessed. As a healer, she had seen men rise from
apparent
death, and as a scholar, she had read of similar accounts, but the frequency of those occurrences were rare and, in the end, often explainable. And yet, between one moment and the next, Prince Varis Kilvar had given back the lives and vitality of hundreds of men, women, and children who had been reduced to nothing save leathery skin and bones. Without question, the dead had been truly dead. Her mind shouted that it was impossible, even as her eyes made a liar of her intellect.
Ahead of her, Otaker wheeled into his chambers, and Ellonlef nearly slammed into him when he unexpectedly halted. Sitting on the edge of the bed, Lady Danara regarded her husband with a flicker of recognition, but little else. For the most part, her gaze was as cold and blank as it had been when she was without the breath of life. She croaked a few unintelligible words.
Otaker rushed to her side and took her hand. Concern flickered over his features when he touched her, but just as quickly he looked into her face, seemingly dismissing his unease. “It is over, my love. It was just a dream.”
Danara fixed a disconcerting gaze on him, her voice thicker than ever. Her words were understandable, though the voice with which she spoke was not her own. “Where is the man who destroyed the veil between the living world and
Geh’shinnom’atar? Where is the man who freed us from the Thousand Hells, he who will lead us.”
Otaker sat back from his wife’s emotionless expression, his mouth working soundlessly as he sought an answer.
“I do not think she means Kian Valara,” Ellonlef said quietly. Her heart’s rhythm had taken on a slow, heavy beat. If she was right, then that would affirm that Varis had indeed lied about his and Kian’s roles.
Lord Otaker cast her a nervous look, then turned back and gripped his wife’s shoulders. “I do not know of whom you speak, my love. Perhaps if you describe him?”
A muted expression of bliss fell across Danara’s features. “His are eyes that do not see, but he will never stumble for want of sight,” she murmured, her voice a wet rattle. “His heart does not beat, yet his breast rises and falls for want of breath. The blood of his veins flows as shipwright’s tar, black and hot, but without the promise of life. He is the one who dared pass through the veil to suffer the agony of death, and now lives again. The pale one, the
Life Giver, once a man, now a god made flesh. Where is he?”
Ellonlef caught her breath, the triumph of confirming Varis’s lies paling in the light of Danara’s revelation:
a god made flesh. Those words chilled her heart in a way she could not describe, made her flesh creep.
Otaker swallowed audibly at his wife’s description of Varis—a description he knew was one that she should not have known. “The one you seek, Prince Varis, is in the market square.”
“He is a prince no longer,” Danara said in a reverent tone. “He is a king of all men, the king of all kings. I must go to him. We must go to him … we must serve his will.”
Otaker again gripped Danara’s hand, but he might not have been there, for all the attention she paid him. She rose from the bed as if her limbs were not her own, pulled free of her husband, and retreated from the chamber, shuffling along at first, as if uncertain of the ground beneath her feet, then striding out with more confidence.
“I’m sorry,” Ellonlef said when the woman was gone, though it was not sorrow she felt, but formless, suffocating dread.
“For being right about mistrusting Prince Varis?” Otaker responded, gazing on the doorway through which his wife had exited.
“No, my lord,” Ellonlef said. She hesitated, not wanting to utter what else needed to be said. She assured herself that Lord Marshal Otaker was no fool, and that he had a heart of iron, besides. “I am sorry for the loss of your wife.”
His tears, which had so recently dried in the bright light of hope, began to flow again. “She
is
lost. They all are. Gods good and wise, what is happening, Sister? Each day the lands continue to rumble and tear apart, the Three are dead, the heavens burn by night, and into our midst comes a youth who can bring forth the dead from the torments of the Thousand Hells … but the risen dead are not the living who we once knew.”
Ellonlef could only shake her head. She had no answers and too many questions.
In the corridor, more people were following after Otaker’s wife. It was easy to tell between the resurrected and those who had come in with Otaker and Ellonlef. Those who had never known death looked torn between joy and confusion, a horrid mix of emotions that lent their faces a gruesome aspect. The revived walked without looking left or right, but instead focused their glasslike stares on the corridor ahead and beyond, as if they could see through stone to the man they sought waiting beyond the keep.
Soulless. The word drifted through Ellonlef’s consciousness, slid across her heart like a serpent of ice. She told herself that such an idea was nonsense, that these people were in states of shock.
But it was not true, and she knew it. Even Otaker saw the truth, though he did not want to see. Whatever had made them human was now gone.
Despite the distance to the market square, a rousing wave of cheers flooded to the keep, and the drumming of many feet and clapping hands vibrated the ground. Together, Otaker and Ellonlef moved to the balcony. From their vantage they could easily see over the keep’s outer wall to the market.
Torches and firemoss lanterns illuminated a boiling cauldron of humanity. At the center of that spectacle, once more elevated on the back of the wagon, Prince Varis Kilvar scanned the denizens of Krevar with a calm eye.
“They are his now,” Ellonlef said, speaking of the risen dead. “They will follow him to their death—their
second
death—if that is where he chooses to lead them.” As well, she knew that those who had not perished were his also. They had seen and received a gift of a miracle, and so would count that blessing as a debt they owed.
Otaker said nothing, only stared, gaze fixed on something far beyond the market square and Varis Kilvar.
At Varis’s side, Magus Uzzret was waving like a fool, shouting indistinct words to further enliven the throng. Knowing him as a reasoned man, his frenzied actions left Ellonlef nervous to the point of taking flight. She saw in Uzzret a man converted from absolute
unbelief, to a man who worshiped a
man
in place of the gods. The same held for the denizens of Krevar. Still, it was one thing to see the townspeople behave with such abandon at the observance of a single apparent miracle, and quite another to see Uzzret act so. He had ever been the image of calm, measured, even pompous sagacity. At least until the earth had split open and swallowed half of Krevar, and the Three had begun to burn.
Those things have changed us all.
And now, Ellonlef considered further, after the townspeople had died by the score, comes a man to perform the wonder of restoring life. No matter his intentions, or what had caused the changes in him, Ellonlef knew that Prince Varis Kilvar was more than a mere man.
But what is he? Could he truly be a god made flesh?
As if in answer, Uzzret suddenly bawled,
“ALL HAIL THE LIFE GIVER!”
A cheering roar filled the night, punctuated by shouted praise and blessings. Varis accepted their adulation with an air of preeminence. Around the square, all but unnoticed, the resurrected gathered and stared. They stood like dolls, a gruesome imitation of life.
After several more moments, Varis raised his hands for silence. The quiet he sought was long in coming.
“My people,” he said when the clamor died down, voice carrying strong and sure in the cool night air. The throng exploded again, as if his laying claim to them filled some deep emptiness in their hearts with gladness. After they quieted once more, Varis continued speaking, but now in grave tones.
“I come to you not as your prince, but as a witness to your suffering. Some time past, I went into the kingdom searching for answers to troubling claims. I admit that I disbelieved the reports of Aradan’s distresses. How could the foundations of our great kingdom be crumbling? How could Aradan be dying and her people suffering, when Ammathor yet stood high upon the mountain, overflowing in gold and luxury, her lords wanting for nothing?”
Not a little grumbling met this statement, but Varis quickly went on.
“Once I passed beyond the protective shade of mighty Edaer’s Wall, I did not have far to look before finding that the long-ignored desolation of my people was true. As was your right—all of you here, and your brothers and sisters scattered abroad in every corner of the realm—you have, for a generation and more, pleaded for support to rebuild that which time and our enemies have gradually brought to ruin and despair. Instead of help, you received platitudes and promises as dry and dead as the dust that blows over the Kaliayth. Despite these affronts, you continued to bleed and die to defend the heart of Aradan.”
Now a constant low muttering filled the night. While those he had drawn from the Thousand Hells gazed at him expressionlessly, many of the rest now seemed angry with the prince and his House. He absorbed those ill-feelings with bowed humiliation. Ellonlef had listened intently, wondering just where the additions to Varis’s original tale would lead, but it was to Otaker which she paid the closest attention. A troubled frown pinched his brows.
“There is some truth to his words,” Otaker said slowly, as if doubting his own words. “Yet the people of Krevar have never felt like slaves or castoffs.”
Ellonlef was not so sure. “Perhaps, in their secret hearts, they believed that they were enslaved, and only needed someone to give them leave to voice their complaints.”
Before Otaker could respond, Varis raised his head to speak again.
“I come to you ashamed of the Kilvar blood that flows through my veins,” the prince said. “I am humiliated by my forbearers’ selfish edicts, those laws which have bound you to lives of thankless servitude. I see now the weariness of your souls and the bitterness of your hearts, for these troubles infect me, as well. Understand that I do not stand in judgment of you, for to judge you is to oppose the righteous awakening in myself. I see the evils that have been done to you and your children. These crimes must rightly destroy all the tethers of fealty to my bloodline.”
A few furious shouts now punctuated the mutters. Magus Uzzret drew himself up and cast a baleful eye over the gathered. “Let the Life Giver speak!”
That title served as a reminder of what the prince had done for them and their loved ones this night, and swiftly settled the crowd.
Varis placed a gentle hand on Uzzret’s arm and nodded his thanks. Even with the distance, the youth looked stooped by long, hard years. His was the perfect face of a martyr.
“My shame alone cannot amend the sins of my forefathers,” Varis called, “so I beg forgiveness for myself, one who has seen that he has long been your unwitting enemy. For my part, I vow to stand with you, now and forever.”
“Praise to the Life Giver!” someone shouted.
In moments, that chant reverberated around the market square. Where there had been anger, now there was again only hope and reverence. Varis scanned the faces, his own expression fierce, uncompromising. Shame and humility had vanished. After a long pause, his voice rose strong and defiant in the night. Impossibly, he even began to look stronger, as if merely breathing the night air gave him vitality.
“The Kingdom of Aradan stands on the brink, caught between the unimagined hope of new glories and the anguish of the old ways. In this moment, here and now, a choice must be made. Will you allow your enemies, and all their cohorts, to push you into the darkness and obscurity of a forgotten tomb?”
“NO!”
Prince Varis waited for quiet to fall again. In the still, he quietly asked, “Will you, then, stand with me against a secret and striving usurper who thinks to gain a failing kingdom for his own and shape it into a device of oppression worse than the one before it? Will you stand with me to topple the old kingdom, so that it might not rise against you again?”
“Yes!”
“All hail the Life Giver!”
“Then lend me your strength, and I shall lend you my authority, and together we shall right the wrongs done to you. We shall destroy this usurper and those who have sided with him. We will crush those who have greedily reaped from your toil and suffering!”
“All hail the Life Giver!”
“Our enemies will beg for mercy, but we shall not grant them peace. From the ashes of their pyres, a new age will rise, a new Aradan, a new world. I shall lead you there, and we will take for ourselves glories long denied us!”
“All hail the Life Giver!”
The raucous cheers went on and on, before a new chant went up.
“When, Life Giver?”
“When?”
“WHEN!”
“Soon!”
he cried. “We will sever the collars from the throats of our brothers and sisters, and we will destroy our foes. Some of you will march east with me to Ammathor. Some will remain and hold this fortress, your home, until I return. The Ivory Throne, and all for which it stands, must fall and be rebuilt. Lend your strength to mine, and from us shall be born a new and golden age!”
“ALL HAIL THE LIFE GIVER!”
“HAIL!”
“HAIL!”
“HAIL!”




Chapter 15
 
 
   While the chanting continued, Otaker led Ellonlef into the quieter reaches of his chambers. With a tired grunt, he fell into a high-backed chair. Scrubbing his scalp with a shaking hand, he cleared his throat.
“The
Life Giver,” Otaker said hollowly, “wastes no time. In one stroke, he has subverted the mightiest fortress in the history of Aradan, and turned her people against the realm and the king—his own grandfather. Yet when he spoke to us, his ire seemed directed only at Kian. Now the prince has lain plans to strike at the very heart of Aradan and the Ivory Throne, as well. Why the sudden change of heart?”
“In your misery,” Ellonlef said gently, “you misremember Varis’s words. He spoke of destroying Kian
and
all who sided with him. As to his change of heart, well, he would not be the first leader to hide his true intentions in order to gain a foothold of trust.”
“As you say,” Otaker said, his eyes downcast and empty.
After a moment, he gave himself a vigorous shake and looked up, hurt, but not yet broken. “Varis named Kian a dangerous man with a desire to raise an army, yet from all indications, it is Varis who is building the army.”
“I believe,” Ellonlef said, speaking of an idea that had slowly grown in her mind, “that Kian and Varis’s roles are reversed from what the prince told us. If so, then Varis not only brought the dead back to life … he also may have killed them by the same means he leveled against Kian—using the powers of the gods. In all of this, I believe Kian may well be a scapegoat completely unaware of Varis’s intentions.” She considered a moment, doubting what she said next, but needing to put voice the option. “In truth, Kian may not have had any dealings with Varis.”
“No,” Otaker said contemplatively. “By twisting the truth, and weaving Kian’s and his role into those lies, our young prince has shown us the man he fears most: Kian Valara.”
“Finding Kian could be a boon,” Ellonlef suggested, “if indeed he has some of these
godly
powers himself. But he is also a mercenary. I doubt personal honor will keep him from distancing himself from Aradan and Varis. For all we know, he could be back in Izutar already.”
“You are right, of course. That leaves us to spread the warning. Varis seeks the Ivory Throne, and he must be stopped,
immediately. I will muster—”
With a raised hand, Ellonlef forestalled what she knew Otaker was about to say. “Some few of your men would turn aside from the allure they feel for Varis, but most will not. Since coming to Krevar, I have watched your people’s hardship as they scratched out a miserable existence for themselves, mostly without aid from the crown to which they have sworn fealty. Varis has already cut the tenuous threads of loyalty to the Ivory Throne and bound them to himself. Moreover, I am sure that all the risen dead are Varis’s until their last breath.”
She paused until Otaker gave a nod indicating that he understood that those devoted souls included his lady wife. She empathized with his anguish, but pressed on.
“It troubles me that Magus Uzzret has thrown his lot in with Prince Varis. In light of Varis’s perceived deity, Uzzret has established himself as the prince’s high priest. With all the calamities that have and are still befalling the world, people will look at those happenings as omens in need of interpretation. Prince Varis, together with Magus Uzzret, will doubtless provide whatever
enlightenment
serves their needs.”
Otaker sighed. “If I had not seen these signs with my waking eyes, I would name it all madness spread by the begging brothers … but I
have
seen. And though I do not understand the half of it, my highest duty is to defend Aradan, which, in this instance, means defending Ammathor against one of her own sons.”
“We must thwart Varis at every turn” Ellonlef said. “And we must act with haste, before Uzzret or Varis decide our lack of fervor poses a danger.”
Otaker gazed at her in confusion. “But you said I could not defeat him.”
“I fear you cannot.” Ellonlef paused there, knowing that if his wife had not been lost to him, he would have already worked out for himself what she was about to say. “However, if Kian is indeed a threat to Varis, we must find and use him against Varis. At present, the prince’s forces are a fraction of what can be mustered from across the whole of Aradan. Birds must be sent out, warning all the border fortresses of what is coming … though I think it best not to directly name the prince as the threat—not
yet. Better to let the leaders see for themselves who betrays them, than hear of it and summarily deny the possibility.”
Otaker began nodding his head, the dazed expression leaving his eyes as he cast away doubt and despair to think on a line of attack, his greatest strength. “I will send the warnings, but if Varis did actually murder all those he later raised, strength of arms will not be enough,” Otaker said. “A messenger must go out, someone to ride with all haste for the northern border, and if necessary, beyond to Izutar, in order to find Kian.”
Ellonlef considered the cheering throngs in the market square. “How will you know whom to trust to deliver such an important message?”
He gazed at her. “There is only one answer. With Uzzret turned, and most if not all of my men ensnared by Varis’s wiles,
you
are the only one in whom I can put my faith. Though I despise the choice for the danger it places you in, it is you who must go. As you well know, Sisters of Najihar live and watch all lands in secret, even Izutar. If it comes to it, with the aid of your sisters, you will be able to track Kian.”
“We should go together,” Ellonlef countered. She hated to admit fear, even to herself, but the Kaliayth was no safe place for any lone traveler. Besides the natural hardships of the desert, made all the worse since the world had begun to destroy itself, there were the loose-knit clans of the Bashye, who raided caravans at every chance, and attacked outposts with impunity. A rider alone amongst roving Bashye would be as a tethered lamb before a pack of wolves. And more, she feared what might happen to Otaker should he remain alone in Krevar.
Otaker shook his head. “I must stay close to Varis, gain his trust, seek out his weaknesses, and pass that knowledge along. As well, I may be able to find a few of my men who remain loyal to Aradan, and myself. If fortune favors us, perhaps I can find a means to stay Varis’s hand or, as a last resort, eliminate him as a threat.”
Ellonlef saw problems upon problems and dangers beyond count in his plan, but she also saw that he was right. What he had not mentioned, but what she knew in her heart to be true, was that Otaker would not leave his wife and children.
Reluctantly, she nodded in agreement.
“We have no idea how fast Varis will act,” Otaker said, “but we must assume that he will bar all the gates from those who might turn against him. You need to ride as soon as possible. Along the way, I would ask that you act as my voice to give authority to my missives. The lords marshal of Yuzzika and El’hadar must understand that my warning is no twisted prank.”
“You know these men better than I,” Ellonlef said. “Will they believe?”
“If not by my word alone,” Otaker said gravely,
“you must make them believe.”
Ellonlef did not bother asking how she was supposed to do that. All she had was the truth, and that would have to be enough. Looking at their plan in that light made her fully realize just how fragile it was, how prone to failure.
Otaker closed his eyes and sighed heavily. “We must prepare for war to defend the kingdom from itself. The sooner Varis’s insurrection is stopped, the better. With any luck, this madness will have ended before Tureece or any other of Aradan’s enemies hear of it. If not, while Aradaners battle Aradaners, the realm will be set upon from all sides and torn apart.”
More than before, Ellonlef imagined a rising tide of troubles washing away Aradan, but she kept the pessimism to herself. “I must prepare to leave.”
“Take only water, food, and weapons enough to see you to Yuzzika,” Otaker said. “I will give you a string of my swiftest mounts.”
Within half a turn of the glass, Ellonlef had loaded her limited supplies on six of Lord Marshal Otaker’s finest mounts and departed Krevar through a secret passage that travelled well under a section of the collapsed wall. Beyond Krevar, her way was lighted faintly by occasional streaks of golden-white fire streaking across the belly of the night sky, and by the waning face of Hiphkos, which burned a dull, ashen red.
Not wanting to alert any watchers to her flight with the sound of galloping horses, she kept on at a sedate pace. She rode north until coming to the gouge in the earth that had ripped across the border road and swallowed down that hapless crofter the day Krevar had been torn apart … presumably the day that Varis had become more than a Prince of Aradan, became more than a man.
A god made flesh.
A few miles beyond Krevar, the crevasse divided, forcing her to ride due east for several leagues. Behind her, Krevar was lost to the darkness. After several hours, Ellonlef began to lose hope that the deep crack in the earth would allow her to find a route leading back to the north, but within another hour it began to shrink in size. An hour after that, the split had faded to a mere ditch. By then, what remained of Hiphkos had settled behind the western horizon, leaving the ever-present trails of fire to streak from east to west across the dark face of night.
She knew she had spent far too long trying to navigate around the crevasse, and a nagging worry told her she would have to make up for that lost time as soon as possible. There would be no sleep or rest anytime soon, at least not until she found Kian.
At some point, she halted and surveyed the sunken scar in the desert floor. She dismounted, cut a long branch from a tough bush, and slashed her knife blade down its length to rid it of inch-long thorns. She left the horses where they were and walked to the long, shallow depression. With her makeshift pole, she jabbed at the dirt to make sure that a hidden trap did not wait just below the surface. After she had poked along several paces of its length, she strode closer and pressed down with her foot. Sand and stone shifted, but it appeared solid enough to cross.
She climbed back into the saddle and edged the horses forward, listening intently for any sound that might signal a collapse. None came, and she kicked the mounts into a plunging canter down and over the depression. Other than her mount’s hooves sinking deep into the disturbed, sandy soil, the crossing was uneventful.
A hundred paces beyond her heart was still pounding, but she breathed easier as she steered to the north. The land lay dark as a tomb ahead of her, and she tried to think only of her mission, instead of the many dangers waiting ahead. She had the prevailing sense that she was riding not to find the man who could stop an uprising, but rather to escape certain death at the hands of living a demon loosed from the Thousand Hells cloaked in the flesh of a prince.
Otaker, she thought desperately,
why did you not come with me?
But she knew well his answers: he must learn what he could of Varis’s power and intentions; he had his wife and children to consider; and he must uphold his own role as a lord marshal. As he had known his path, however unpleasant, so too she knew the path she must take. North toward Izutar … north to Kian Valara.




Chapter 16
 
 
   “Answer your master!” Uzzret roared, the tendons in his neck pulled taught by his ferocity.
Otaker felt as if he were looking upon a stranger, rather than the man who had served him for over a score of years. Despite the command, he did not answer.
At the prince’s almost offhand order it had taken two guards—men who had been dead, Otaker noted straight away—mere moments to reduce the lord marshal to a battered heap. He now lay gasping and shuddering under the stabbing agonies of broken ribs and other hurts. The two guards stared blankly, not breathing hard at all. They would kill him, or skin him alive without hesitation, if Varis so commanded them.
“ … we must serve his will,”
Danara had said. This time, his shudder had nothing to do with pain.
“Answer the Life Giver,” Lady Danara said, her croaking voice similar to that of all the resurrected. There was something to that, he knew, a disconcerting unity, but he had not the time or presence of mind to consider it.
At Danara’s sides stood their children, their eyes swimming with the same unnerving emptiness as hers. Where Uzzret’s betrayal angered Otaker, seeing his own children join Varis left a chill in his breast, smothering his desire to live.
Otaker continued to hold his tongue. Doubtless, he would die this night, which had not been part of his plan in the least. But he had no intention of telling them when or by what road Ellonlef had departed. More importantly, he would not tell them why. He steeled himself against the tortures that surely must come.
Carefully, he ran his fingers across the swelling bulge that was already closing one of his eyes. Hot trickles of blood leaked from his nostrils and over puffy lips. His tongue probed a loose front tooth and, with the slightest effort, dislodged it from its socket. He spat it out, along with a mouthful of blood.
Otaker glanced between his interrogators, struggling to focus. His head was splitting, and he was having a hard time not rolling to his side and vomiting. He had already tried castigating them for traitors, but that had achieved nothing. Delaying the inevitable was all that was left to him.
“I did not know that Sister Ellonlef had left the fortress until you told me. I do not suppose, Uzzret,” he said accusingly, “that your addled mind has considered that she might still be within Krevar’s walls?”
Uzzret’s self-righteous indignation melted away in a blink, and he glanced furtively at Varis.
From a skull-like countenance, Varis’s bulging white eyes stared down at Otaker. “As we both know, lord marshal, she is most assuredly gone … along with
six
horses.”
Otaker did not openly react to Varis’s uncanny accuracy, but his muddled thoughts sharpened in bemused horror.
How can he know such exact details?
Otaker and Ellonlef had been careful when gathering what she would need for her mission. And before they had moved into the stables, they made sure that Varis was still holding forth over his new followers. There had not even been any guards manning the collapsed walls when Ellonlef departed. Otaker had been positive no one had spied their activities. And yet… .
Varis smirked. “You wonder how I can know so much, lord marshal? Suffice it to say, I see and know many things. It matters not if you tell me where she is going, for I know this already … and why.”
“If you are so wise,” Otaker snarled, “then why beat the answers from me?” The one joy Otaker cradled in his heart was that while Varis spoke of Ellonlef’s departure with near omniscience, he had not yet mentioned the two messenger hawks Otaker had managed to send off. He wished he had been able to send others, but wishing for things that could not be was a game for fools.
Varis hesitated for the barest moment, and Otaker was sure that he saw doubt flicker across the prince’s face. When Varis spoke, the words rang with lies. “You have been beaten for your insolence … and to prove the truth of who I am to any who have lingering doubts of my claims. I have found deceit in your heart, lord marshal, and now so have those gathered here. Sadly, for your sake, your continued resistance and deception have proven that you cannot be trusted.”
“A
charlatan
dares name me a liar?” Otaker laughed until he fell into a fit of coughing.
Varis’s expression hardened, and the enthralled looks of his followers fell away to reveal masks of inhuman fury. Otaker nearly cried out when he saw his wife and children looking at him in the same manner. Then, as if obeying an unspoken command, everyone save Varis set upon Otaker, kicking and striking him on all sides. None spoke, none raged, only their eyes told the tale of their wrath.
Otaker tried to resist, holding his arms up around his head, curling into a tight ball, but the battering only increased. Someone shouted for them to stop, but in his agony, he did not realize it was he himself who was crying out. The last thing he heard, a secretive and deadly noise below all that shouting, was the sound of steel sliding free of a leather scabbard. The last thing he felt was that same icy steel slamming into his chest, past his ribs, and into his fluttering heart.
Ride, Ellonlef,
he thought, eyes glazing over in death,
ride!




Chapter 17
 
 
   Pleased and not a little stunned that his followers had acted at his merest thought, Varis strode forward, pushing aside the guard who had stabbed Otaker. The prince searched for the glimmer of luminosity that marked the lord marshal’s life force, but it was gone. Needing answers, despite what he had told Otaker, Varis drew the strength from those in the chamber, letting it flow through him and into Otaker’s corpse. Distantly he heard gasping, then choking, and finally the heavy thuds of his underlings falling to their sides, as the strength of life was torn from their bodies.
Yet the lord marshal did not reawaken. No matter how much life Varis forced into the corpse, Otaker did not stir. To Varis’s eyes, it looked as if he were trying to fill a sieve with a glowing silver fluid, and that fluid was simply draining away and dissipating.
When it became obvious that Otaker was well and truly dead, Varis cut off the flow with a curse, and began pacing. Scattered across the floor, the only person still conscious was Uzzret, and him just barely. Varis did not bother to help him, not yet. He needed to think, and did not want the distraction of the man’s fawning.
Varis left the room and moved to the same balcony where he and Uzzret had earlier found Otaker. As he had then, Varis scanned the eastern horizon. The glow of living things was miniscule out on the desert, from the faintest threads emanating from bushes and dry grasses, to the brighter but still faint glow of lizards and vipers and desert-dwelling birds roosting for the night. Of Sister Ellonlef and the horses with her, the shining pillar of light of her being that he had seen earlier burning amongst so much darkness, there was nothing. She was gone.
When he had last looked for her, she had been just at the edge of his sight, moving due east. He concluded that she was riding for Ammathor, which dictated that he had to intercept her before she could warn the Ivory Throne of his intent. While he could easily destroy every citizen of the king’s city and then resurrect them, that was not what he wanted. He desired more than a kingdom full of mindless puppets over which to rule. Any man could lay claim to a field of stones and declare them his worshipers, but he needed people to worship him in truth—though it mattered nothing to him whether they heaped adoration on him out of fear or desire.
He turned back to Otaker’s corpse with a scowl, wondering why his powers had failed to draw the man back from
Geh’shinnom’atar. Was it another secret Peropis had kept from him?
He shook his head in irritation. More than ever, he acknowledged that he needed to move quickly and decisively. There was so much he could envision doing with the powers of creation, but there was no time to waste in learning. He could take life from the living world and sustain himself. As well, he could take a person’s life and then restore it … but perhaps he could not raise those who had died by another’s hand, as seemed to be the case with Otaker? Ultimately it did not matter. If he had to personally slaughter a thousand men, then revive them in order to have an army, then he would. Soldiers, to his mind, were more puppets than men already.
In time, Varis found himself considering how Kian had managed to take into himself the powers of creation, unwittingly using that power to shield himself. This led to another more troubling consideration. Were there men and women who had taken in enough of the powers of creation to create life, steal it away, raise the dead, and more? In the future, could there be other contenders to his rule?
For every answer there were hundred more questions without answers. Varis shook them off, sure that deeper understanding would come in time. For now he would use the strengths he understood to take Ammathor, all of Aradan, and more. Once his rule was secure, he would destroy all of his enemies—Peropis, Kian, and any others who harbored the power of dead gods within them.
He looked again at the people strewn across the floor, and pulled life from the living of Krevar, just enough, and emptied it into Uzzret and the others. One by one, their flesh grew fuller and flushed with the heat of living blood. One by one, they were roused, and turned their eyes upon him. All except Uzzret, who had barely survived but survived all the same, gazed at him with a disconcerting, breathless worship.
“Life Giver,”
they murmured, over and over again, until it became a low, croaking chant. The tone of their words disturbed Varis, albeit only a little. He could not be sure, but he sensed something in their inflection, a guarded mockery. He abruptly shook his head, sure he was imagining things.
Uzzret got to his feet, never raising his eyes. “Master, forgive me.”
Varis frowned. “For what?”
Uzzret scanned his sandaled feet as if trying to find the answer. “For … for
displeasing
you?” he said, making it into a question.
Varis did not have time to coddle the man. “We must prepare to depart this heap of blasted stones. Assemble my Chosen.”
“M-master?” Uzzret stammered, his old bones shaking. “Are we not all your chosen?”
I liked him terrified better than fawning,
Varis considered. Focusing on the question, he said, “Only those I freed from the Thousand Hells will have the strength to travel with me. As for you, I will sustain you. The others I will leave behind to secure this portion of my kingdom. They owe me their lives, as well as the lives of their loved ones.”
Uzzret seemed to relax upon learning he was among those who would travel with Varis. “Very well, Master, but is such haste necessary? Should we not plan?”
“The opinion of the Sisters of Najihar has great sway with the Ivory Throne—too much, I have always thought. I cannot wait for Sister Ellonlef to reach Ammathor, where she will doubtless warn the enemies of my ascension. Whether she is captured or killed, I care not, but she cannot be allowed to reach Ammathor ahead of me. I will send riders out immediately to search for her. The rest of us depart at dawn.”
After Uzzret bowed his way out of the room, Varis turned on the still kneeling people before him. They stared at him with blank eyes, and to his sight, their auras seemed not to burn with the normal brilliance of life that he had come to expect from the living. He tried to recall if that glow had been so weak and pallid before. It was as if they were only half alive.
Or are they half dead?
he thought distractedly, wondering if there was a difference.
To satisfy what he already suspected, he asked, “Why did you attack Lord Marshal Otaker without my leave?”
They stared at him, expressionless.
“Lady Danara,” he said, irritated than no one offered an explanation, “why did you attack your husband without my leave to do so?”
She was a handsome woman of middle years with only a few threads of silver in her black hair. Her dark eyes lost some of that emptiness and regarded him with something unreadable, as if she held a secret within her. “Life Giver,” she said, her voice a grating sigh, “you
did
give us leave. It was in your
heart
that we should destroy him.”
Varis turned away from her, excited. Somehow, he shared a deep bond between the people that he had delivered from death. They had read the desires of his consciousness, then acted on those emotions. The why and how of it did not matter to Varis, but—
I must guard my mind,
he thought suddenly, lest his followers take action on his behalf when he did not necessarily want them to. Half dead or half alive, he saw straight away that his Chosen could be used as the perfect weapons and tools to further his dominance. Unlike a sword, they were living extensions of himself. With a mere thought, he could send them against an enemy, or bring them to his side should he face danger.
He smiled as plans and future campaigns formed in his mind. Soon, Aradan would be his, and after, the world.




Chapter 18
 
 
    Under the pall of dense smoke, breathing was difficult. Overhead, the sun shone an angry red. Kian halted his diminished company some distance from the dilapidated walls of Fortress El’hadar, sitting atop a low hill. Of all the western border fortresses, it was the closest to the Qaharadin Marshes, and the denizens had need to constantly trim back and burn the surrounding lands in order to keep the vegetation from overrunning the walls. By the looks of it, Lord Marshal Bresado Rengar had failed in overseeing the execution of that chore for several years.
Daubing sweat from his brow, Kian supposed he could not blame the man for that. Given a choice, he would have burned the fortress to the ground, rather than tend it.
Men have tried before and failed to raze the fortress,
he thought nervously, considering the many stories he had heard of this accursed place.
In truth, El’hadar was little more than an outpost, with its rickety timber palisade surrounding a disproportionately large keep of ancient black stone. It was a place of dark mystery and strange, disturbing tales. When men spoke of Fortress El’hadar, they did so in uneasy whispers. A thousand years gone, the Suanahad Empire sent an expeditionary force across the Sea of Drakarra to explore the virgin territories of what would become Tureece in the south and Aradan to the north. Those legions pushed deep into the uncharted wilds searching for anything of value, from gold to silver to arable lands. They found all those things and more. As well, they discovered the Black Keep.
At that time, the only inhabitants of the nearby lands were the pale-skinned nomads of the Grendahl clans—Kian’s own ancestors. Even then, his forbearers had been more eager to fight than talk of treaties. What was readily apparent at the time to the Suanahad explorers was that instead of occupying the keep, the clans shunned it, naming it a place of death to be avoided.
But the Aradaners had not avoided it,
Kian mused, looking over its sad state of disrepair. A place better suited for nightmares than habitation, it was said that no matter what work was done to its grounds and walls, Fortress El’hadar always looked unkempt. Tales told that stone and mortar crumbled and wood rotted, all too fast. And yet the Black Keep itself stood resolute, an undying blight upon the land. It had never shone forth in glory, yet it seemed that neither would it ever decay to ruin.
“I can see why Aradaner kings have always sent irredeemable rabble to fill El’hadar’s barracks,” Azuri said, his nose wrinkled in distaste.
The Asra a’Shah looked about with tired expressions, perhaps feeling as Kian did, that it was simply a relief to see something made by the hands of men.
The dirty haze hugged the wilted crops below the fortress, smelling strongly of burning green wood and leaves. The night before, after they had finally broken free of the clinging grasp of the marshes, they had ridden as hard as their horses could manage, before setting up camp some leagues from anything that resembled a bog. When they looked back the way they had come, a dull orange glow stretched across the western horizon, indicating the heart of a great fire.
Kian could only guess that the inferno in the marshes had something to do with the streaks of flame that raced across the heavens by night. But all of that paled in comparison to his first glimpse of a night sky lacking two of its three moons, and the third moon, a waning crescent though it was, looking as if it had been cast into a raging fire and burned to ash. Two of the Three, Attandaeus and Memokk, had perished, while Hiphkos had been scorched unto death. Kian, like most northern-born peoples, followed the Silent One, the Creator of All, Pa’amadin, but he could not dismiss the death of the Three. No good, he was sure, would come of their demise.
“You would think someone would have hailed us by now,” Hazad said, scratching at his unruly beard braids.
Kian nodded in agreement, looking for but not finding any indication of activity. The fortress had the aspect of long abandonment. A trio of vultures perched on the eastern wall, while at the base of the same wall others vultures had gathered around and were fighting over something under a bush.
“What is that there, on the ground?” Azuri said, pointing to something just outside the gates. There was no agitation in his voice, but his eyes were hard and searching. Though it had taken a full fortnight longer and countless leagues farther than Kian had expected to get out of the marshes, Azuri alone, as usual, had somehow managed to stay relatively clean.
“Let’s find out,” Kian said, fighting the urge to kick his horse into a northward gallop. Izutar called him home like never before. Nothing in all of Aradan seemed right, and he did not feel up to stumbling across more of the kingdom’s troubles. Ever since Prince Varis had come out of that damnable temple, Kian and his company had been surrounded by difficulty. While no one had spoken of it since, battling the demon that had taken Fenahk’s body for its own seemed to only be the beginning. The beginning of
what, however, left Kian guessing, and he hated uncertainties.
A few moments later, sitting astride his horse with Azuri and Hazad on either side of him, and close to twenty Asra a’Shah arrayed to their rear, Kian knew he should have listened to his instinct to forsake anything of Aradan and headed north.
“How long do you suppose he has been dead?” Hazad said, holding the back of his hand to his nose to ward against the sickly reek of decaying flesh.
“First off,” Kian said, “it is impossible to say if this was a man or a woman.” All that remained of the corpse was a skeleton loosely cloaked in tatters of skin and maggots, a roiling mass of them deep in the chest cavity. “As to how long, I would lay gold that they died soon after Varis stepped out of that temple.”
Unperturbed, Azuri leaned over and studied the remains and the nearby ground. “Whoever they were, they tried to flee from the fortress … apparently without a stitch of clothing on their back.”
“I do not see any reason we should refit here,” Hazad said abruptly, taking a long drink of
jagdah. “The sooner we depart, the sooner we reach Izutar. Cut these Geldainians loose, and let’s be on our way.”
At the sound of retreating hooves, Kian turned. Ba’Sel, the man who had stepped into the Ishin’s role as leader of the Asra a’Shah, had moved his men a safe distance off.
“Did you see something?” Kian demanded.
“No,” Ba’Sel said.
“Then what is it?”
Ba’Sel looked around at his men, receiving nods from each. He faced Kian again. “This is a place of the dead … a tomb. To enter is to invite a curse upon the blood of the living.”
“As you will,” Kian said dismissively. He dismounted and moved to the gate, skirting the ragged skeleton.
“By the gods good and wise, what are you doing?” Hazad asked.
“If everyone here is dead, there may be gold within, and it would not hurt to make up for what we will not receive from Varis,” Kian said, though in his heart he cared nothing for gold. Answers of any sort, no matter how flimsy, were more precious to him at the moment.
Kian heaved against the sally port gate, expecting it to be locked from within, or at the least to offer some resistance. Instead, it swung inward with a screech. As soon as the gate was fully extended, the rusted hinges gave way. Kian leapt out of the way as it came crashing down.
“We are going with you,” Azuri said.
Hazad scowled. “Speak for yourself. You heard them,” he said, jabbing a finger at the Asra a’Shah, “this place is an accursed tomb. That is all I need to know to decide there is no reason to enter.”
“If the promise of gold is not enough, are you not even a little curious about what might have happened here?” Azuri asked, having the same inquisitiveness as Kian.
Kian smiled up at the big man. “I promise not to let any spirits get you.” He left it unspoken that he wanted both Azuri and Hazad at his back. The two made a formidable team, and given the unknowns of what lay ahead, he would rather not trust his sword alone.
“So be it,” Hazad said, throwing up his hands up in surrender. He glanced at Ba’Sel. “When the screaming starts, just ride away.”
Ba’Sel gave him a bemused look, but nodded anyway.
After remounting, Kian led the way through the sally port and into a charnel house.
The dead lay everywhere, some alone, others piled high, all rotting. To the last, the corpses had been torn apart, the pieces scattered. There was no way to tell for sure whether that savagery had caused the deaths, or happened afterward. Something about the scene, beyond the sheer enormity of death, struck Kian as odd, though he could not say what tickled his mind. The stench was nearly unbearable, and flies clouded the air. Huge rats scrabbled about, boldly fighting vultures for scraps.
“Who could have done this?” Hazad gasped.
Azuri gave him a speculative look. “I would say
what
did this.”
“Another demon,” Kian answered flatly.
Azuri, who looked to be thinking the same thing, said, “There can be no doubt that Varis parted the veil of
Geh’shinnom’atar, freeing the evil of that place upon the world.”
“I have seen enough,” Hazad said. “Gold and curiosity be damned.”
Before the big man could turn his mount, Kian raised a hand. “Wait.”
Azuri followed his gaze to the outbuilding built hard against the base of the keep. “Did you see that?” he gasped.
“What?”
Hazad demanded, jerking his sword free of the scabbard.
Kian felt eyes on him, but saw nothing. He had been in enough battles to sense danger before it struck, but that did not fit with what he thought he had seen.
Hazad grabbed his arm. “What was it?”
“A child, I think,” Kian said slowly.
Hazad released Kian and looked around the body-strewn courtyard. “Come out,” he called, “and we will see you safe from here.” His shout did not echo off the palisade or the keep’s walls as it should have, but fell flat.
A vulture screeched, flies droned, and a thousand rats ran hither and yon, but for a long time there were no other sounds. The Black Keep loomed over them, its dark and blocky walls spotted with pale lichen. The tall, narrow windows and arrow loops were as dark as the rest of the keep’s stonework. Higher up, a square corner tower squatted on the battlements, and from its crenulated peak a tattered banner flitted in the wind, revealing the ebon boar of House Rengar charging across a crimson field.
“I think your eyes betrayed you,” Hazad said. “There is nothing here, save ghosts and vermin.”
“I’m
here,” a phlegmy, croaking voice called from somewhere near the keep.
Kian tried to pinpoint the speaker, who sounded young despite the sickly tenor of their voice. Shadows lay deep and heavy around the outbuildings, so the child could have been anywhere. “Show yourself, and we will help you.”
Thick, tittering laughter rose up, then drifted away, the sound leaving Kian’s skin crawling. After a long moment, the child—a boy—said, “I do not need help.”
“I don’t like this,” Hazad muttered.
“Should I fetch your mother?” Azuri said, trying for a mocking quirk of his lips that fell short.
“If you are so brave,” Hazad said, “then you go find the boy.”
“Damn me!” Kian snapped. “Can you two cease your bickering, even for a moment?”
Chastened, both nodded in acquiescence, but Kian had already dismissed them and climbed out of the saddle. Azuri sighed and Hazad grumbled, but both climbed down. Together, the trio moved toward the keep, alert for any hidden danger.
When the boy showed himself, stepping out from between a pair of barrels set against what appeared to be the kitchens, all three halted. Hazad gasped, not doing half so well at hiding his revulsion as Kian and Azuri.
The scrawny boy’s cracked lips parted to show crooked yellow teeth in what Kian told himself was a smile instead of a hungry leer. His unkempt black hair stuck out at all angles, and his filthy tunic was coated in straw and dung. Every inch of his exposed skin was just as filthy, and covered in running sores besides.
“Have rats been at you, boy?” Hazad asked sharply.
“A leper,” Azuri said, swiftly dancing back a few paces, rubbing vigorously at his arms.
Kian gave him a quizzical look before understanding dawned. To Azuri, the boy must represent all that he hoped to avoid from the touch of filth.
“Can’t be a leper,” Hazad said. “He’s got all his bits.”
“Where are the others, your parents, the soldiers, Lord Marshal Bresado?” Kian asked, wanting to find out what was wrong with El’hadar. “Was there an attack?”
“My master wishes to see you,” the boy said, as if he had not heard a word from any of them.
“Lord Marshal Bresado?” Kian asked uneasily.
The boy nodded. “Yes. My master. He has been waiting for you.”
Obviously expecting to be followed, the boy turned and strode on scrawny legs and bare feet through the keep’s main doors.
“Tell me you are not going to follow after him,” Azuri pleaded, looking truly out of sorts for the first time Kian could ever recall.
“Should I fetch
your
mother?” Hazad mocked, sniggering to himself.
At any other time, Kian would have laughed with the big man at Azuri’s expense, but not now. “With or without you two, I am going after that boy. My guess is that he has lost his wits, but he may lead us to Bresado’s corpse … and the lord marshal’s coffers. If nothing else, perhaps we can learn what happened here.” It troubled him that the boy was still alive, surrounded by so much death, but then, everything about El’hadar was troubling.
“Then let’s be about it,” Hazad said with false enthusiasm.
“I’ll go,” Azuri said, “but when your ‘bits’ start falling off, do not say I did not warn you it would happen.”
Kian trotted after the urchin, calling for him to slow down. They had to stop at the huge double doors, through which the child had entered the keep, and force them farther open. Beyond lay a long corridor, lightless save for a flickering bubble of luminescence cast by the candle now held in the boy’s hand. Even this near the Qaharadin, firemoss was hard-earned, and cost too much for most border lords to use lavishly. To Kian’s mind, it was no loss. Stark light would only show how rotted was El’hadar’s heart and the rotting dead, which were just as plentiful inside the keep as outside.
“Come,” the boy urged, waving them forward in a slow and exaggerated manner. When the trio obeyed, he trotted ahead of them, as indifferent to the corpses as he was to the feasting rats.
Each new turn led into another corridor smelling more strongly of rank meat than the last, and every set of stairs led downward. The continual descent and absence of any outward-facing windows told Kian they were moving deeper into the Black Keep.
The final corridor, low and sloping sharply downward, was free of death, but the reek of slime and mold was nearly suffocating. When Hazad, who was taller than either Kian or Azuri, smacked his skull against a support beam, they all hunched over as a precaution. In short order, the corridor ended at a broad, circular landing. To one side a heavy door stood open. Faintly, Kian could make out a steep stairway falling into utter darkness.
The boy gazed at them. Up close, his eyes seemed devoid of not just emotion, but of any hint of life. He placed the candle on the floor, then turned and shambled back the way they had come. Before he vanished into gloom, he called over his shoulder, “Follow the stairs. My master is waiting.”
The trio stared after him, none willing to take the first step.
Visibly shaken by the degree of grime and corruption all around them, Azuri said, “This is madness. Why would Bresado be down there?”
“I have heard it told that Bresado favors tormenting captured Bashye in the bowels of the keep,” Hazad offered with a shrug.
“So you
think,” Azuri said sarcastically, “that while the fortress was being assaulted by gods know what, Bresado would have retired to the cellar to persecute prisoners, instead of defending his people?”
“From what I’ve heard of the man,” Kian said, “I can believe it.”
“See there?” Hazad said accusingly.
Azuri’s eyes narrowed at Hazad. “You are nothing but a great, hairy child.”
“By now, Bresado is most assuredly dead,” Kian said, stooping to retrieve the candle. “While I doubt he retreated to torture anyone, I am more sure that he would have fled the lost battle to secure his hoard. Such is the way with most Aradaner highborn who value gold more than their lives. The sooner we find out what happened here, the sooner we can depart—but after we collect whatever treasures Bresado has tucked away.”
“Right now,” Azuri said, “it seems to me that you are saying gold is more important than
our
lives.”
“We will need coin to refit anywhere we go,” Kian said. “Besides, the dead are no threat.”
“Demons
are,” Azuri retorted.
“Stay here if you will,” Kian said with a stubborn set to his mouth, trying not to consider how often Azuri was right about most everything. In truth, he only pressed on because he felt compelled to understand what was happening.
He crossed the landing to the stairs and started down. Despite Azuri’s reservations, the man followed, with Hazad hard on his heels. The air grew cooler with each downward step. After a hundred steps, dampness began to collect in the joints between undressed stone, and leaked over niter-crusted walls. Soon after, the trio were easing themselves down crumbling steps made treacherous with pallid slime. Kian did not have to look over his shoulder to know that Azuri was pinching his shoulders together to avoid touching the walls, and wincing in abhorrence at every step.
After another hundred steps, the stairwell ended at a low archway. Beyond, a long double line of torches ran through a chamber so vast that the light failed under an oppressive murk. At the end of the torches, an array of oil lamps set haphazardly on a trestle table held open a wide gap in the darkness. Within that space sat the bulk of a man thrice the size of Hazad.
“Is that
Bresado?” Azuri asked.
“If not,” Kian said in a hushed voice, “then he has a twin matching the descriptions I have heard of him.”
“So much for him being dead,” Hazad said.
“And so much for collecting his gold,” Azuri said under his breath. “Unless you plan to do murder for it?”
Kian did not answer. He was suddenly wondering whether he should turn himself and his friends around and leave. Bresado took that option away.
“Join me,” Lord Marshal Bresado Rengar ordered, his voice sounding more clogged with phlegm than the boy’s had been. Clad in robes of black and red leather, Bresado slouched in a throne of a chair behind the table.
Footsteps echoing, Kian led his companions, unconsciously hurrying from one set of torches to the next. On either side of the guttering flames, just seen in the gloom, rusted chains and manacles hung from the ceiling. Barrels, their staves ruptured with decay, spilled all manner of rusted, wicked-looking irons and pincers. The misery of old suffering hung in the air like a stench. Kian was almost happy to come into the greater light offered by Bresado’s lamps. Almost. The problem was that Bresado was somehow worse than anything they had yet seen, even counting Varis and the demon within Fenahk.
“My lord—”
“I’ve been expecting you, Kian Valara,” Bresado interrupted in his clogged, wheezy voice.
“Expecting me?” Kian muttered under his breath, his blood going cold. He did not wonder how the man had named him, for along with wealthy merchants many Aradaner highborn knew of him, as his services were widely sought. But Bresado would have had no idea he was coming to El’hadar, for coming here had been happenstance prompted by Varis’s attack. Thinking it safest, he chose not to respond to the lord marshal’s claim.
Despite the chilly air, Bresado’s shaven scalp glinted like a large wet egg, from which hung a thin, greasy black top-lock. Just out of reach of his thick fingers, in the center of the tabletop, was an inlay of the charging boar of House Rengar. Its ruby eye, Kian concluded at once, held more reason than did the lord marshal’s own squinty black stare.
“My lord,” Kian said, “what has happened here?”
Bresado grinned, rotted teeth leaning in all directions. “Death
has happened here.”
“What
manner
of death?” Kian insisted.
Bresado squinted. “After the world shook and the faces of the Three died, the heavens began to burn. From that burning, death came on a foul breath out of the Qaharadin. Creatures, the
mahk’lar, nightmares of shadow and hate, scaled the walls. In all their weakness, men fought, but in the end the
mahk’lar
glutted themselves on the living blood of the savaged.”
With a madman’s bemused stare, Bresado studied Kian and the others, offering no further explanation. He suddenly began to chuckle, then doubled over in a fit of retching. After a moment, he cleared his throat and spat on the floor. As he straightened, Bresado licked his lips slowly, like a drunkard savoring the taste of his own vomit.
“It is again as it once was,” he said mysteriously, “as it should have always been. But we were betrayed by the most high, and too, by our own makers.”
“We?”
Kian asked, decidedly uneasy.
“Yes,” Bresado sighed, glazed eyes surveying the darkest shadows as if he could see into them. “We are the first race of creation, come again to these ancient lands. We who once died in the flesh have reawakened and been loosed from
Geh’shinnom’atar.” His stare refocused abruptly, and turned on the three men before him. He smiled. “It is the place of men to serve or die, as the old order—the First Order—is rebirthed.”
“We will get no answers from this
madman,” Azuri said in a gasping whisper.
Kian was not so sure Bresado was mad, and he suddenly found himself thinking of Fenahk. He knew he should order a retreat, but a disquieting uncertainty had ensnared him. He was not a man for prayers, but he could not help but send a plea to Pa’amadin asking for protection.
Bresado’s eyes rolled slowly toward him, as if reading his thoughts. Like a mouse before a serpent, Kian could only look back. During Bresado’s long, unflinching study, which had grown as blank as the boy’s had been, he sucked at the stumps of his teeth, making a squelching sound. “We often
hope
for things that cannot be, isn’t that so, Kian Valara?” He spoke the name like a curse.
“I suppose all men do,” Kian answered, caught off guard by the odd question, his voice sounding distant and hollow to his ears.
Bresado leaned forward, belly oozing over the wide leather belt girding his befouled robe. His head turned this way and that, as if he were looking for something lurking beyond the light. “I know what
you
hope for, Kian Valara, and all men like you … men who are so sure of themselves and their strengths. But you will never gain what you seek.”
“What is it that you
think
I seek?” Kian asked distractedly, a sense of danger and alarm building in him. Although he knew it was past time to leave and ride for Izutar, and be shut of Aradan and whatever curse had befallen these lands, he could not seem to make his body do what it desired.
“You seek to supplant the master of the
mahk’lar, the Life Giver! But you will die. Fortress El’hadar, the first home of the Fallen, will be your crypt.”
“I know of no one named the Life Giver,” Kian said. “Of demons, I leave them to Peropis, the demon whore of the Thousand Hells.”
Bresado’s eyes flared and he lurched out of the chair with an explosive grunt. “You dare speak so of the Queen of
Geh’shinnom’atar?” he hissed, even as his huge hands grasped the table’s edge. With far more strength than his flaccid body suggested was possible, he sent the massive furnishing flying to its side with a thunderous boom. Oil lamps exploded against the floor and burst into a whooshing roar of flame. Still frozen, Kian watched the inlaid boar’s ruby eye shoot out and bounce into the shadows beyond the light, leaving behind a small dead socket in the wood.
“You will die!” Bresado said. In an impossible show of strength, he bent and lifted the massive table up over his head.
Roused by sudden alarm, Kian’s sword came into his hand. He began moving away even as Bresado hurled the table at the trio. Freed now from invisible bonds, Kian scrambled to one side, his boots slipping on the slimed floor. The table smashed down and the old wood burst apart in a shower of splinters.
“Rats will dance among your bones!” Bresado raged.
Kian was preparing to attack the man when Azuri shouted a warning. Frantically looking around, Kian felt his bowels go to water. The darkness beyond the torches had come alive with indistinct shapes, all writhing and lurching toward the light.
“Come, my
children,” Bresado invited, “and take your fill.” He looked as if he had more to say, but at that moment his skull cracked apart, disgorging a flood of grave worms and a gush of something like boiling pitch. From that horror, something else struggled to get free—
“Run!”
Kian ordered.
The trio had not sprinted half the distance back to the stairwell when the creeping darkness on either side of them spilled into the light. Forced into a tight, three-sided formation, Kian and the others pressed forward against a host of creatures no larger than children. But these were not children, they were living nightmares born of
Geh’shinnom’atar.
Kian swallowed as an abrupt understanding flooded his mind. He had thought something strange about the scenes of death in and around the fortress, and now he knew what it was. All of the dead had been grown men and women. Save the boy who had guided them, he had seen no children among the corpses. And the reason gathered around him. The demons of
Geh’shinnom’atar, the
mahk’lar, had taken the bodies of El’hadar’s children for their own, twisting them into horrors.
The demons scrambled forward, long talons scraping over the stone floor. Focusing on the nearest one, Kian’s sword arced down, cleaving deep into a wedge-shaped, spine-crested head. Where steel struck, a faint spark of blue fire burst forth. An instant later, black flesh parted, releasing a smoky plume. The demon’s mouth gaped wide in a chittering howl, showing a deadly collection of obsidian fangs. Three-fingered taloned hands rose up on crooked arms, and the
mahk’lar
fought to rip the blade free. Kian wrenched his weapon loose and quickly slashed out with a sidearm blow to the demon’s neck. Before hitting the floor, the body and the severed head began melting, but an inky shape within escaped and blew apart to flutter in the air like a collection of black, vaporous moths.
Everything became a blur of chaotic motion, even as a bedlam of human shouts and demonic howls filled the chamber’s vast gloom. Kian and the others slashed and stabbed wildly at every shape that barred their way, steadily driving toward the stairwell, which would be more readily defensible—if it were clear. As the battle raged, Kian felt a queer sort of pressure filling him, seeking release. He did not know what that pressure was anymore than he understood the tiny flares of bluish fire that sprang from his fingers to the hilt of his sword and raced down the edge of his deadly steel.
Talons raked across his chest, leaving searing furrows, and he pushed aside all thought, save staying alive.
Somewhere nearby, Azuri screamed.
Desperate to help his friend, Kian violently hacked at another monstrous face before him, barely registering that the demon’s eyes shone like dull silver coins in the faltering light. One eye winked out under his assault, then he drew back and stabbed the other glowing orb. A brutal kick sent the dissolving creature rolling. With the briefest respite, he wheeled, searching for Azuri.
The mercenary lay face down on the floor, thrashing about in a bid to dislodge a
mahk’lar
from his back. Hazad stood over him, entangled by another demon, swinging his blade like a man warding off angry bees. Ducking Hazad’s frantic swings, Kian grabbed at the freakish thing on Azuri just before it could bury its long teeth into his neck. Its flesh felt cold and dead, and his fingers sank deep into the spongy meat of its shoulder—but not as deep as his blade sank into its midsection. The sword pierced ribs and burst out the other side. As all the others before it, the creature did not bleed, but rather melted, loosing putrescence and puffs of soot.
Leaving Azuri to get up on his own, Kian caught hold of the skull spines on the demon trying to devour Hazad’s face. With all his strength, he wrenched its head back. Hazad recovered quickly, brought his sword up, and rammed the edge against his assailant’s neck—the vicious attack barely scored the black skin. The wound, slight though it was, was enough to release the smoky substance beneath. With an oath, Kian hurled the thing away before it could dissolve in his hands.
And so they fought, every step as grueling as sprinting a mile up the face of a mountain. While Azuri and Hazad’s blows did not so easily dispatch their foes as did Kian’s, they were not ineffectual. It flashed through Kian’s mind that the same had been true during the fight with the demon that had taken Fenahk. There was no time to consider this however, for to turn his mind from the struggle would mean his death.
At long last, they reached the blessedly empty stairwell. Kian did not hesitate to shove Azuri and Hazad ahead of him. “Run, both of you!”
“You cannot fight them alone,” Hazad retorted, but Kian pushed him off.
“There is barely enough room for one of us to fight, let alone three.
GO!”
Following Azuri and Hazad, Kian backed up the steps, slashing back and forth against the tide of stalking horror. For him, killing the
mahk’lar
was not so difficult, at least when they came one at a time. But they did not come alone, rather they bound forward in surging waves.
Soon, ragged gasps were searing his lungs and throat. Sweat poured into his eyes, blurring his vision, and each step was precarious on stone coated in slime. But he could not stop fighting, no matter how terribly his arm and shoulder ached. To rest, even for a moment, would mean his death—an end like that which had come to the denizens of El’hadar, eaten alive and torn limb from limb at best, or at worst possessed by demons and remade into something inhuman. He could not imagine what happened to such a man’s soul, nor did he want to.
After a seemingly endless period of time, the light of the chamber’s torches faded, and the only visible target were dozens of pairs of silver eyes, and monstrous faces lighted by the flares of blue fire arcing from Kian’s defensive strokes.
Hazad and Azuri shouted their encouragement behind him, ineffectual spectators in a deadly game. Kian fought past the deadness in his limbs. Still, his powerful swings grew weaker, less effective. He drew his dagger and used both weapons to stab and slash at the closing demons.
Not long now,
he thought with a black calm, and abruptly stumbled backward and sat down hard. Seemingly of its own will his sword came up. Fangs shattered against steel, and the blade rammed deep into the creature’s throat.
“We’re at the door,” Azuri called urgently.
Kian pulled his sword free, but there was no strength left in his legs. Strong hands jerked him to his feet and dragged him from the stairwell. When Hazad shoved him aside, Kian fell against the wall, gulping each breath. Between the two of them, Azuri and Hazad slammed and barred the door. On the far side, a terrible howling went up, and heavy thuds shook the door in its frame. The
mahk’lar
might have begun as beings of spirit, but they were now creatures of flesh, and could not simply pass through solid barriers.
“This door will not long hold,” Hazad said, his voice rumbling in the dark.
Kian let the two men help him along the shadowed ways. When they reached a crossing corridor lighted by scant daylight, the sounds of splintering wood echoed behind them, propelling them onward.
When they finally came to the doors leading into the courtyard, dusk was old and ready for the grave of night. And there waited the boy, off to one side of their horses. Not far back the way they had come, a tumult of howls went up. The boy, eyes glinting in the thin light, smiled broadly. Something pale and slender wriggled out from between his lips.
“We are leaving,” Azuri snarled. “Stand aside!”
The boy’s narrowed eye were black, through and through.
“Noooooooo—”
Azuri’s dagger flipped through the air and slammed into the boy’s throat. The child floundered backward, gagging on a mouthful of black blood, then pitched over and started quivering, seemingly shaken from
within, as if something were trying to flee the dying flesh.
“Gods good and wise,” Hazad rasped. “He was but a
child!”
Azuri leapt into his saddle. “And I suppose where you grew up children bled black and had worms squirming out of their mouths? He was another demon, fool!”
Hazad looked back and forth in confusion, his wits seemingly fled.
Kian moved in close and grasped his elbow. With gentle pressure, he led Hazad to his horse, and helped him climb up. “That was no child, my friend,” Kian said. “It was as Azuri said—another of the
mahk’lar.”
Hazad nodded absently, gaze flickering from shadow to shadow. Kian did not like to see such confused fear in his friend’s gaze.
“There can be no doubt any longer,” Azuri said, his voice low and ominous. “Varis somehow freed the Fallen from the Thousand Hells.”
“We make for Izutar,” Kian said. “These fool Aradaners can reap the troubles sown by one of their own sons.”
“The outpost of Oratz is but twenty miles south from here,” Azuri said. “Though it is the wrong way, we must refit. And while I agree with you about these Aradaners and their troubles, it would be the
right
thing to at least give them some kind of warning about what they will soon face.”
Kian climbed into the saddle and wheeled his mount. He wanted nothing more than to head straight for Izutar, but Azuri had the right of it, on all scores. “So be it. If we ride hard, we’ll be there before dawn.”
A deep, hellish baying pushed out from the Black Keep, turning all heads. Whatever had cried out, it was not one of the small demons. Kian recalled the thing trying to escape Bresado’s corpse, and was unable to contain a shiver of dread.
“It is time to leave,” Kian rasped, heeling his mount into a gallop that took him from the accursed grounds of Fortress El’hadar and toward Oratz. It was a place none of them would ever see.




Chapter 19
 
   Ellonlef kept her head down. The speed of the galloping warhorse brought tears to her eyes that cut tracks in the dust coating her cheeks. Thoughts of actually escaping had begun to fire in her mind when an arrow hissed out of the night, striking her mount in the front shoulder. The horse trumpeted in pain, stumbled, then regained its stride, hooves thundering over the hard-packed roadway. Its muscles trembled from both pain and fatigue under the saddle, but she could not let it stop. She would run it to death before she halted, even if it only bought her a few moments to make ready to defend herself.
Far ahead, off to one side of the road and silhouetted against the smoky night sky, loomed a large heap of boulders. The frantic shouts of the trailing band of Bashye warriors spurred her on. If the lord marshal’s warhorse had not been weary from the long journey, and wounded besides, the Bashyes’ smaller desert horses would never have kept pace. Her ill-fortune was their blessing.
Knowing what she had to do, but not liking it in the least, she jammed her heels into the horse’s flanks. The mount surged ahead, its great lungs laboring for each new breath. As the rocks grew closer, the Bashye fell farther behind. She would have to trust in the darkness … and hope that the horse would not do what it was trained to do. With no time to fret over that, she kicked her feet free of the stirrups and cradled her short bow protectively to her breast. When the time was right, she rolled out of the saddle, tucking head and legs.
The shock of the hitting the hard ground was more than she had expected, and her breath gusted from her chest. Desperation made her hold tight to her bow, as would a mother protecting her infant. She was up and running before she had time to register any pain, or rejoice that the horse had continued on, instead of halting to defend its rider against the enemy.
Within a few steps, she knew there was something wrong with one of her knees, for her run quickly became a lurching stumble. The battle cries of the Bashye grew closer. She ducked behind a large boulder just as the band of warriors passed. In the darkness they were flashing shadows, but still she tried to count as they sped past.
Six!
she thought with dismay. She had hoped there were only three or four. That there was nearly twice that meant she had not killed as many of the bloodthirsty renegades as she had believed. There was no point in fretting over numbers that would not change … unless she changed them with arrows from her bow.
After she caught her breath, she started climbing up through the boulders. She had to get to high ground before they discovered that she was no longer riding the horse they pursued. The agony in her knee became worse with every step, swollen stiffness setting in faster than expected. She almost laughed at that. Better had the pain not come at all, better if she had never left the Isle of Rida nine years gone. Knowing she could afford the luxury of feeling sorry for herself only if she survived the night, she pressed on.
The higher Ellonlef went, the steeper and harder the ascent became. In the stillness of the night, she paused on the rough curve of a boulder, biting her bottom lip to stifle a whimper of agony. Her knee, along with gods knew how many other scrapes and bruises, pulsed with her heartbeat. But the knee was by far the worst. Without the ability to move easily, her chance of seeing another dawn as a free woman grew slim indeed.
She ran cautious fingers over the bulge under her dusty robes and hastily pulled back. Breathing hard, she continued to search out other, less grievous wounds. There were dozens of small, painful lumps that told her what she already knew—jumping off a galloping horse was only advisable when the alternative was enslavement or death at the hands of the Bashye. Still, she felt confident that she had suffered no broken bones. Another quick check told her the dagger sheathed on her hip was secure, and the arrows in their quiver were, all save one, unbroken. Such was a small miracle in and of itself.
Ellonlef tested her weight on the bad leg and nearly screamed.
“Gods good and wise,” she hissed after she caught her breath. At that moment, she would have happily carved out the living eyes of every one of the filthy bastards hunting her. Not out vengeance, but because of their sheer, blind stupidity. The world and the heavens above were coming apart, yet the single-minded fools still persisted in hunting down anyone they thought weak enough to easily defeat and rob. But such was the way among the loose-knit bands of outcasts, brigands, and traitors who shared no common ancestry, save unto themselves.
“But I was no easy prize, was I?” she growled into the night, mortified by the hatred in her heart.
The Bashye had come at her soon after she left the outpost Oratz, many leagues north of Yuzzika. It had taken them little time to kill off her string of reserve mounts, and set her to galloping north. She could not say how many hours past that had been, but it felt an eternity. Briefly, the horrors that had waited at both Yuzzika and Oratz filled her mind, despite her desperate need to seek higher, safer ground.
Even now, days after seeing the first strew of flyblown corpses in and around Fortress Yuzzika, she shuddered in revulsion. She had initially believed some great battle had ensued, leaving corpses sprawled everywhere. After that, she guessed that jackals and other carrion eaters must have swooped in to feast on the remains. All along the road north, she had held this belief, until finally reaching Oratz, where her presumption had been devastated.
The inhabitants of Oratz had not perished long before she arrived. The dead there, scattered over the ground outside the walls, had all died the same way. Each to the last had shown many wounds, but what had killed them were ragged gashes to their throats. And the way that blood had poured from those gruesome rents, leaving behind wide fans and pools of drying blood, she understood that the wounds had been inflicted while the men’s hearts were beating—
A faint noise drew Ellonlef’s attention to the north. She cocked her head, trying to hear over her thudding heart. Her fear grew at the sound of many hooves beating against the roadway, coming nearer. Though she had known the foolishness of hope, some small part of her had believed she would escape.
She swiped angry tears from her eyes and resumed her climb up the small mountain of boulders. She vowed to open her own veins before letting the Bashye turn her into a broodmare, but before that she would make them suffer—just as she had suffered at their hands since they beset her. Vengeance was not a part of her nature, but a sense of justice demanded that the Bashye pay for their assault against her, and no doubt countless others before her. Whether the world was coming apart or no, justice would have its place.
By the time she was at the highest point she could climb, the group of renegade warriors had passed by going south, then returned, riding slower, looking carefully over every inch of sandy ground to either side of the roadway. For all their vile faults, they were excellent trackers, and in short order she knew they would find where she had leapt from her horse. Not long after, they would guess that the sheltering rock pile was the only reasonable place for her to hide.
Ellonlef studied her surroundings, gauging her defenses. She stood in a wind-hollowed basin of stone with a sandy floor. Behind her, a sheer sandstone face rose up a dozen feet. To either side, boulders fell away in twenty-foot drops. To the front, the haphazard path she had taken would help funnel them into a single line. A grim smile turned her lips. They would be cautious, for she had already thinned their numbers—and that while firing arrows from the back of a galloping horse. Cautious or not, they would come, but she would be ready.
She counted her arrows out, stabbing each one into the thin layer of sand between her feet. In the end she had only eleven arrows and the broken one. This last she tossed aside.
Down below, one of the Bashye gave an excited call in an unmistakable Falsethian lilt, indicating that he had found her trail. Settling down to rest her knee, Ellonlef watched to see what they would do, unconsciously loosening her dagger in its sheath. All of her actions were second nature, for the Sisters of Najihar were trained in everything from history to healing to battle. Even after nine years of being locked away in the relative safety of Krevar, the warrior training she had received was still with her. To be sure, she was not as polished as she had once been, but she was far from helpless.
The Bashye gathered together, and Ellonlef’s heart fell. Now that they were still, she counted
eight
of them. Two looked to be of Izutarian heritage, by their greater size; one’s accent named him the Falsethian; the rest could have been Aradaners, Tureecians, Kelrens, or a mongrel mix of all five bloods, for all she knew. Those who were of distinct bloodlines had, at some point, proven both their ruthlessness in battle in order to gain acceptance into the clans. These men, she knew, would give her no quarter.
Heads together, they spoke quietly, all pointing in different directions, but deferring to the shortest man among them. He alone seemed to be gazing straight at her place of refuge.
Ellonlef weighed her options, and quickly decided on a course of action that would force them to react to her, rather than the other way around. Moving slowly, so as to attract no undue attention, she plucked up an arrow and nocked it the bowstring. Taking account of her higher elevation, she drew back the string and lowered her aim. Although she knew they would not show her mercy, she hesitated, fighting against what she knew she should do, and the natural abhorrence she felt for killing someone who was simply standing about talking.
They are talking about how best to capture you,
a voice warned,
and what depraved, brutal pleasures they will take with your flesh afterwards.
Still she hesitated.
The few people who had ever escaped from Bashye camps always told similar tales of their enslavement. Straight away, men and women alike were stripped naked, then collared and leashed like dogs, with only enough rope to allow them to gain their hands and knees. After their tormentors broke their will, the women became breeders, while the men were castrated and forced into whatever labors the Bashye needed. Enslavement in the hands of the Bashye usually lasted only a short time before death or madness took the slave. As adept at taking slaves as the Bashye were, there was no reason to spare them or keep them hale.
Ellonlef imagined herself raped by numerous men, day after day, until she became pregnant, saw herself giving birth to a child that would be taken from her as soon as it was weaned, and then taught to hate her and all peoples save for the clans. She imagined that cycle repeating, for years on end, her health diminishing with each successive birth, until she was nothing but a wasted sack of bones. In the end, her reward would be abandonment out on the Kaliayth, where the sun would scorch away the last of her life, leaving a corpse barely fit to feed vultures… .
Despite all this, Ellonlef still resisted, hoping these monstrous men would decide she was not worth their effort and ride away. But that was not to be.
The apparent leader of the Bashye raised his hand for silence, then began pointing out the routes he wanted his men to take in order to secure the hill of broken stone to prevent her escape. He was only a dark shadow against the lighter-hued sandy roadway, but when he looked up, Ellonlef imagined she could see his cruel, cunning eyes. He would lay claim to her first, ravish her in front of his men, then let them have a turn—
The bowstring made an insignificant popping sound when it slipped off her fingers. Invisible in the night, the arrow sped on its deadly course and struck the man in the throat—at least, Ellonlef thought it did, given the abrupt gagging noises. Six of the remaining seven men scattered. The seventh moved to his prostrate leader and tried to drag him to safety. Ellonlef’s second arrow took him in the back, high up on the left side. He shrieked and fell to the ground, scrabbled a few feet like a dying beetle, then went still.
Now there are six,
came her grim thought.
For long moments all was quiet, save a sigh of wind carrying the stench of smoke from the burning Qaharadin. In the heavens, a shower of falling stars briefly flared and then were gone. A sudden hail of hissing arrows forced Ellonlef to dive to the ground and cover her head. None of the bolts harmed her, though a few bounced around and fell close by. She was about to praise her choice of a defensive potion, when she heard the soft but unmistakable sounds of leather-soled sandals scraping over stone somewhere down below her. She crawled forward, keeping her head down until she could peer back the way she had come.
Prickly sweat sprang from her skin at the sight of three men rapidly working their way up the tumble of weathered stone. Even as she thought to raise her bow, they halted and began firing arrows at the only place she could be. Dismay filled her when the three remaining men sprinted across the roadway and scaled the rocks under the cover of their comrades’ barrage of arrows. In short order, the second group rushed past their brethren. As the former group had done, the second trio halted a third of the way up and fired more arrows her way. In a practiced tactic, the trailing group again climbed past the firing group, effectively scrambling over half the height of the outcrop.
Desperate to slow them, Ellonlef raised up and fired off two arrows of her own. Neither struck their mark, but gave her assailants pause. After firing another pair of arrows, she ducked back behind cover.
She thought the situation could not get worse, but then she heard a harsh rasping noise, like steel scraping over stone. Suddenly a fire-arrow whooshed up and up, before falling back. It landed harmlessly behind her, but the dancing flames reflecting off the face of stone, the same that she had counted on to defend her back, now acted as a dull mirror, increasing the small flickering light and casting it in all directions.
She popped up with a pained wheeze and managed to launch another arrow before they pinpointed where she was, but again her shot flew wide of the mark. Someone shouted a mocking insult, even as arrows began streaking toward her. All at once, the funnel of stone she had planned to use to her advantage became a deathtrap.
Ellonlef drew back, hissing each time her weight fell on her bad knee. Eyes locked on the notch between two boulders, she kicked sand on the fire-arrow. Almost at once another cut a flaring streak across the darkness, then another, and another. Some flew wide, disappearing over the back side of the outcrop, but enough fell close by, illuminating the entire area.
The men were so close now she could hear them breathing with the effort of their climb. She swallowed dryly as her palm brushed the hilt of her dagger. With enemy arrows laying all around, she had plenty to ward off her enemies until the very end, even if doing to do so would ensure her death.
A cynical, despairing chuckle climbed her throat and rolled over her tongue. If she waited for them to take her, a fate worse than death was certain. Her only choice seemed be a quick death or a prolonged one. She chose the former, and wrenched her dagger free of the leather sheath … then abruptly slid it back.
It will be easier for me to empty my veins if I am already dying,
she thought.
Despite the demise of the Three, she prayed to their spirits for strength, then she prayed to Pa’amadin as well, he who had created All and then set his creation adrift, leaving it to fend for itself. Lastly, and with the least conviction, she prayed for miraculous strength and cunning, for she did not want to die here, on the edge of a wasteland so far from home.
As if in answer to her silent appeal, a reckless idea formed in her mind.
As more arrows rained down around her, she calmly collected up a double handful and placed them into the quiver on her right hip. With a last calming breath, she stepped forward, placing herself into the stony breech. Her first arrow slammed through a startled man’s eye socket, not ten feet away. He was the Falsethian warrior, marked out by his colorful robes. The other Bashye roared in fury. An arrow hissed by Ellonlef’s ear, tugging her loose hair. Another sliced through her robes, scoring her ribs. She did not flinch or falter, for though she was riding the wings of certain death—and perhaps because of that knowledge—she felt completely calm. She drew another arrow and fired. In her heart, she knew it would be her last. Her idea, that perhaps granted to her by the gods, was as simple as it was stark: force them to kill her, before she had to kill herself.




Chapter 20
 
 
   “Look,” Hazad said, pointing southward.
Riding half-asleep, Kian snapped his head up, instantly alert, and focused on the night-shadowed landscape ahead. For a moment, all was black, then a flaming point of light rose high, before dropping amid what looked to be a great outcrop of loose boulders. The dancing firelight showed a wind-worn bowl of stone, in the midst of which his keen eyes made out a moving figure. After a few moments, the figure rose to douse the flames. In quick succession, more flares went up, and Kian understood that someone was shooting fire-arrows in an attempt to highlight the hiding target.
Lacking Kian’s better eyesight, Hazad missed the figure. “Who, in the middle of the night, would be lobbing fire-arrows into a pile of rocks?” he wondered aloud.
“Bashye would,” Kian said, “if they had someone cornered.”
As they rode closer, Kian was startled to see that the
someone
was a white-robed woman, as she popped more clearly into view. She held a bow, and began launching arrows at her assailants. Distant shouts rushed up the road toward Kian and his company, even as the Bashye returned fire. The woman, surely mad with terror, never shifted her position, save to direct her aim. After a moment, the guttering firelight atop the hill of stone went out. Several more fire-arrows streaked upward and fell back to light the entire the area where the woman had chosen to make her stand, but this time she was out of sight, and the Bashye were closing.
Delaying no longer, Kian tugged his short horse bow free of its leather case on the back of his saddle, and kicked his mount into a gallop. With practiced efficiency, he strung the bow’s thick limbs as he rode. He offered the night a hard smile when he heard the thundering of hooves behind him, and the ululating battle cries of the Asra a’Shah. It was not that he relished the idea of battle, but rather he was glad that he rushed to fight men, and not a demonic horde risen from the Thousand Hells.
His company had ridden over half the distance to the outcrop when an arrow sailed out of the night and scored a painful cut across Kian’s forearm. Silhouetted once again by firelight, the woman in the rocks paused her renewed attack to watch for the newcomers. Kian paid her little heed, for the faintly illuminated Bashye were now scrambling for deeper cover among the boulders below her.
In a single fluid motion, Kian nocked, drew, and released. His arrow ripped through the air with force enough to knock the target off his feet. From both sides of Kian, the Asra a’Shah released a volley with their longer bows, and nearly two dozen arrows whistled amongst the stones, skewering or scattering the rest of the Bashye.
Then the company was charging past. They left the road and wheeled in two separate columns, and came thundering back. Kian called a halt just out of bowshot. Nothing was moving amid the boulders.
“Hazad, Azuri, with me. Ba’Sel,” he said to the Geldainian mercenary, “you and your men spread out. Follow us until you are within range, then halt. If you see anyone moving besides us and the woman, end them.”
The black-skinned man was nodding before Kian stopped speaking, and used hand signals to position his men. When Kian was satisfied that any Bashye foolish enough to show himself would die, he motioned Azuri and Hazad forward.
Without needing a command, Hazad and Azuri angled their horses away from Kian, who continued to slowly ride forward. Across the road from the towering pile of boulders, horses shifted around in the gloom. Without question, they belonged to the Bashye. He hazarded a quick glance over his shoulder, searching for the handful of Asra a’Shah on that side of the road. He was comforted to see that two of the mercenaries had found the enemy’s mounts, and were peering into the darkness for anyone guarding them.
When Kian decided they had come close enough, he halted Hazad and Azuri. Other than a gentle breeze rustling nearby bushes and carrying the scent of acrid smoke from the marshes, all was quiet, motionless. Bashye, for all their ruthless ways and renegade hearts, were brilliant fighters. He did not take them lightly.
“Do you see anything?” Kian called in a overloud voice, ensuring another arrow was securely nocked to his bowstring.
Understanding that he was trying to draw out the enemy, Hazad and Azuri both answered, “No,” in the same exaggerated manner.
Kian waited, letting his eyes rove the darkness, back and forth. Nothing moved amongst the shadowed boulders. If he did not miss his mark, the Bashye had fled. Above, silhouetted by the dwindling light of fire arrows, the woman continued to look down at him.
Kian called up to her, “Are you hurt?”
“No,” she answered. Then, hesitantly, she amended, “Well, actually, yes I am.”
She sounded young, but she was no wisp of girl, if her womanly shape outlined by the firelight told him anything. He imagined her ambiguous response was the product of absolute terror.
Or insanity,
he reconsidered uneasily, thinking again of how she had twice placed herself in mortal danger of Bashye arrows. With the way things had been since Varis came out of that temple, it would be just his luck to have to carry a woman to Oratz whose mind had come unraveled.
“Well,” he said, almost hating to ask, lest she truly was mad, “do you need help?”
After a long moment, she muttered something.
“Speak up!”
“Yes, I need help!” she shouted, not sounding hurt in the least, and ungrateful besides.
Kian looked to Azuri, but the man pointedly ignored him. Next, he glanced at Hazad, who shook his head. Neither man, it seemed, was ready to obey an order to retrieve the woman.
“Traitorous bastards,” he growled under his breath, swinging out of the saddle. He ignored their soft laughter.
Not wishing to dither, he trotted along, relishing the feel of stretching his legs. It took little time to scamper up the path wending through the boulders. When he was within a dozen paces of the woman, who was staring down at him with an air that he should have come faster, something moved off to one side.
Kian wheeled as a Bashye reared up from behind a boulder, his face a mask of blood. The broken end of an arrow shaft jutted from one eye socket, and the other end poked out from his temple to disappear behind his ear. His good eye burned with hatred, as he slashed his sword in a downward arc. Kian flung up his bow, wood shattered under the blow, and he toppled backward with a shout, the two ends of his severed bow held in either hand. He landed hard on his back, jarring every bone against unyielding sandstone. The Bashye leapt with a fierce cry, even as Kian rolled clear and clattered down amongst the boulders. The man’s steel sparked against the stone where his neck had been.
Kian tried to gain his feet, but was horrified to find one of his ankles was caught between two rocks. He wrenched at it, trying to get loose, but the angles were all wrong. He need to go uphill to get free, yet he was all but hanging upside down. With an air of victory, the Bashye crept forward, grinning.
“Shoot him!” Kian bellowed, knowing his men would hesitate because the renegade was so close to him.
Not waiting to see if they would heed his command, Kian tried to free his sword, but the weapon was pinned under his backside. The man eased closer while Kian struggled, sword raised with the obvious intention of hacking off Kian’s leg. At the last moment, Kian found his dagger, drew it, and threw. The same instant Kian’s blade soared past the man’s twisting body, the woman fired an arrow that blossomed from the Bashye’s throat. The wild fury in his good eye became a look of bemusement, as he fingered the steel barb lodged in his neck. His sword fell away with a ringing clatter, and he toppled out of sight.
A moment later, the woman appeared where the Bashye had been. Using her bow as a crutch, she limped down and around the curve of a large boulder, gritting her teeth in obvious pain. Though the light of the fire-arrows were erratic, Kian found himself forgetting his near brush with death and blinking in surprise. Though tattered and torn, and covered in road dust, she was a beauty out of a love story.
“You were supposed to help me,” she said, sounding both irritated and breathless, “not the other way around.”
The spell of her looks broken by her hard tone, Kian glowered. “You could have warned me there was a man waiting to take my head off!”
“Only a fool would have assumed there were no dangers about,” she replied blandly, taking hold of his wrist and heaving him into a sitting position. “Bashye are not given to fleeing a fight.”
At that moment the sounds of struggle—clashing swords, a scream of agony, curses and grunts of effort—came to them from the desert floor. Just as quickly, all fell silent. Kian and the woman waited, listening.
“That seems to be the last of them,” Azuri called up a few moments later, only a little out of breath.
“Be sure,” Kian shouted back. It worried him that he and his men had made so many out of character mistakes during this skirmish, even as he knew that he and his men needed, at the least, a good night’s rest.
Pushing that aside, he belatedly dislodged his ankle. Where the rocks had held his weight, now it fell to the woman. Her grasp slipped, and she stumbled back and sat down with a shuddering cry. Kian rolled to his feet and went to her, seeing for the first time the blood coating her robes.
White robes.
“You’re a Sister of Najihar,” he said, incredulous. Why would a such a woman be in the desert, alone, in the middle of the night?
She looked at him with pain-glazed eyes, and nodded.
Shaking away his surprise, he knelt beside her. “You’re bleeding. Have you been stabbed, or was it an arrow?”
“Arrow,” she murmured through clenched teeth. Shock made her as pallid as one of the northern-born, though she had the features and hair coloring of one born in the southern realms.
Kian eased her onto her back. Her eyes fluttered and showed the whites. “Stay awake,” he said. He had to stop the bleeding, quickly.
She mumbled something, but he did not hear. He drew her dagger and sawed at the hem of her robes, cutting off a broad swath to use as a bandage. He hesitated only a moment, then loosened her belt and pushed the robes open, noted her feminine curves, then studiously focused on her wounds—a man he may be, but this was no time to act the lecher. The arrow had passed through the flesh covering her ribs, and the gash was bleeding profusely. The good of it was that the wound was not deadly, unless corruption sank in.
“By the gods good and wise,” Hazad blurted from behind. “What are you doing, having your way with the poor girl?”
“Give me some
jagdah!” Kian snapped.
Coming closer, Hazad grunted when he saw her wounds, and quickly handed over a skin of the Izutarian spirits. Kian wrenched the cork free and poured a liberal amount of the clear liquid over the wound. As blood sluiced away, the woman sat up with scream, flailing her hands at what surely felt like fire sinking into her flesh. Kian cursed only half as loud as Hazad when a wild blow sent the skin of
jagdah
flying, squirting the precious spirits onto the ground.
As softly as he could, Kian leaned his weight on the woman, forcing her back down. “I must stop the bleeding,” he said, trying for a gentle tone, but failing. He was used to dealing with wounded men. If a man lost his wits to pain, you could always backhand him to silence.
She ceased her struggles and closed her eyes, breathing hard.
Taking the long swath he had cut from her robes, he tore off a large square, folded it several times, soaked it with
jagdah
snatched from Hazad’s protective hand, and pressed it against her side. Next, he draped the remaining length of material over her belly and tucked it far under her back. Urging her to arch up, he grasped the end under her back and pulled it out the other side. Keeping the folded bandage firmly against her skin, he wrapped the swath tight, tied a knot, and tucked away the loose ends.
With the crisis seemingly averted, he pulled the edges of her robe together, covering her nakedness, careful to keep his eyes on her face.
Gods good and wise,
he thought distractedly,
she is beautiful.
“This will have to do, until we get you to Oratz,” he said aloud.
She murmured something indistinct, forcing him to lean in close. She spoke again, but he still could not hear her. He bent over until her lips were against his ear. “What did you say?”
Her breath was warm against his skin, but her halting words chilled his veins. When she stopped speaking, he sat up. Absently, he reaffixed her belt.
“What is it?” Hazad asked, noting the disturbed look on Kian’s face.
The mercenary captain looked out over the darkness to the south, his mind seeking answers to questions that seemingly had no rational response.
What is happening? Is this all because of what one misguided youth has done … or something more?
“Kian,” Hazad said, looking uneasy, “what did she say?”
“She has come from Fortress Krevar,” Kian said, voice hollow. He did not know the exact numbers, but he knew there were several thousand folk living along Aradan’s western border. They were a tough people, hardened by desert life and the constant worry over defending against Bashye and Tureecian raiders. “From Yuzzika to Oratz, she said, all along the road between, everyone has been …
slaughtered,” he finished, using her word.
If not for what he’d seen with his own eyes at El’hadar, he would have disbelieved. Even still, he did not want to believe, but until the sister spoke more, he had no choice but to accept that the western border folk of Aradan had been all but eradicated.




Chapter 21
 
 
   Though the night had been one long ride followed by a short, violent battle, Kian awoke before dawn was fully born, having scarcely slept. The desert was cold at night, and the bed it provided was all stone and grit.
Uncomfortable as he was, Kian remained on his back, thinking that he had not felt so out of sorts since he had been a child alone on the Falsethian streets of Marso. In length of years, surviving those dangerous coastal streets and alleys had not been all that long ago, but he had lived three lifetimes in experience since that first lost and lonely day. He had not enjoyed feeling adrift and frightened then, and he liked it less now, all the more because he did not know what caused his present uncertainty. It seemed as if some part of his mind was coming awake and trying to warn him of some lurking danger in a language he did not understand.
He abruptly sat up and scanned the desert, unconsciously searching for threats. All was quiet and still. He noted with approval that three Asra a’Shah formed the points of a broad triangle around the crude camp. He had no doubt that each man on watch had stood so with their fullest attention. While an Asra a’Shah was the worth of any three men, the Bashye were crafty, ruthless, and fearless fighters who commonly bested their foes with inferior numbers and weapons. That aside, they would face their greatest foe, should they ever think to attack Kian’s company while he had Asra a’Shah in his employ.
To the east the sky was a deep, muddy crimson that he was rapidly becoming used to. It seemed the smoke of the Qaharadin’s burning would never clear. To the still dark west, the fires raging in the swamp cast a dull orange glow skyward. Without question, the breadth of those fires was growing larger by the day. As to any unexpected menace, there was no sign, though the sensation of trouble had not lessened.
He turned his head on a stiff neck and found the Sister of Najihar looking at him with eyes as dark and cool as a pond in a midnight forest. Despite himself, he swallowed. He could not conceive what peril she might pose, but he suddenly felt sure she was the source of his strange anxiety, at least in part.
Telling himself he was acting the fool, he studied her features. Though the morning light was weak, her normal dark coloring was back, which had to be a good sign. That was where his scrutiny fell apart. He simply could not watch her watching him. She was not the first Sister of Najihar he had ever come across, and she was hardly the first pretty woman he’d had contact with, but there was something about her, a quality that made him want to saddle his mount and ride away, as if from an approaching storm. At the same instant, he wanted to take her in his arms and… .
“How are you feeling?” he asked brusquely, pushing aside amorous thoughts.
“Better,” she said, her voice slightly raspy. “Do you have water?”
He tossed his dusty blanket aside and retrieved a waterskin. As he was holding it to her lips, it struck him that he was behaving like a servant, which would simply not do. Sisters of Najihar might hold sway in Aradan, but elsewhere they were thought to be more spies than scholars, which was why they tended to remain anonymous, posing as healers and the like. They were not hated, for their healing ways and insights were almost magical, but neither were they entirely trusted in lands outside of Aradan—or even in Aradan, for that matter. At any rate, he did not want to set a precedent by fetching and carrying for her.
“Take it,” he said gruffly, tossing the skin into her lap.
She gave him a bemused look, and he walked a few paces away, showing her his back.
Without question, she was attractive, but he’d be damned if he was about to start bowing and scraping to a comely face. If he wanted to make an idiot of himself over a woman, he could just as easily get well and drunk in some bawdy winehouse, toss a few bits of silver at a wench, and behave as he would without regret.
Winehouses … wenches?
He shook his head in irritation, at odds with the way his mind seemed to be jumping about.
Looking out over the now glowing eastern horizon and scratching at his stubbed jaw, he grudgingly admitted he was losing his normal poise. Just as quickly, he convinced himself it had nothing to do with the woman, but rather the simple truth that the world had gone absolutely mad. What with the quakes, raging infernos, and demons running about, a man had a right to be put out of sorts by even the mundane things in life. And, too, he had to face the truth that something in him had changed when that tongue of blue fire had snaked out from the temple and touched him.
After a long moment, she said, “I am Sister Ellonlef Khala.”
Reluctantly, Kian turned. She had dribbled water over her chin and chest. “I am Kian Valara,” he answered. Her eyes flared at that, which seemed strange, for it appeared that his name had brought not just recognition but something more.
Pushing the thought aside, along with his ridiculous aversion to accommodating her needs, he squatted down and dug through his panniers for something to dry her off. The best he could find was a not-so-clean tunic. When he straightened, she was still staring at him with deep curiosity and, perhaps, a touch of mistrust … or was it fear?
“Something wrong?” he asked, irritated. He dropped his tunic into her lap and waited for a response.
Instead of answering right away, she scrutinized the camp and his small party, dabbing at her chest with the tunic. One by one, men tossed aside their blankets and rose to stretch away stiffness from their bones.
“For a man seeking to usurp the Ivory Throne,” she said offhandedly, “you seem short of warriors.”
Kian’s mouth fell open, stunned. “The way you fought the Bashye last night, standing in the open and making a perfect target of yourself, I
knew
you were mad,” he snapped.
“I faced certain capture by the Bashye,” she said slowly and precisely, speaking as if to a lackwit. “I would rather have died in battle than become their slave—a concept I should not have to explain to an Izutarian, if I rightly understand your people.”
“She has you there,” Azuri said, coming near with Hazad at his side.
Kian looked between the two men, fully aware that he had spoken before thinking, which was not his habit. He was starting to wish he had never laid eyes on this Sister Ellonlef. Yet he had, and the question of her sanity or unflinching bravery aside, the accusation she had leveled at him was, without question, unacceptable. The last kingdom he would want—if ever he sought a kingdom—was Aradan, a realm filled with all manner of debauched and lazy highborn, men and women so long from true struggles that they had to invent problems over which to be angry or concerned. To be sure, the kingdom contended with the Bashye, as well as Tureecian raiders, but to these threats the Ivory Throne conscripted vast armies and paid hordes of mercenaries to keep safe Aradan’s great cities and holdings, ensuring the highborn had all the more time to invent depraved entertainments in which to wallow.
Before he could respond to her outlandish statement, Azuri bowed at the waist and introduced himself, followed by Hazad, whose movements were far more crude.
“If you need anything, Sister,” Azuri said, “you have only to ask. Hazad may be as ugly as Kian, but he is usually far more pleasant.” He finished with a wink that brought a sudden and delighted grin to Ellonlef’s lips.
Kian glared at his friends. They had openly betrayed him, all for a pretty woman. It was simply disgusting.
Ellonlef’s grin became a captivating smile that momentarily set Kian back on his heels. “Thank you,” she said.
Kian forcefully regained his wits and demanded, “I would know why you accused me of seeking to depose King Simiis.”
Ellonlef’s smile faded, replaced by a look of concern. “I am not your accuser, rather the messenger.”
“Then
who
is my accuser?” he asked, anger rising. Such a slight could not go unanswered.
Ellonlef appraised him, as if trying to determine his worthiness. Finally she answered. “Your former charge, as it happens, Prince Varis Kilvar.”
“Varis!” Azuri hissed, voicing the surprise of all three.
“He arrived in Krevar several days ago—exactly how many, I cannot be sure, as I have been riding hard and sleeping little since Lord Marshal Otaker sent me north. And, so you know exactly what you face, Varis’s followers now call him the Life Giver.”
“ ‘You seek to supplant the master of the
mahk’lar, the Life Giver,’ “ Hazad muttered. “Lord Marshal Bresado said that, or something very close, right before he—”
Kian cut the big man off with a sharp look. He wanted Ellonlef to tell all that she knew before he shared anything in return. As far as he knew, she might be in the service of Varis. Yet, by the look on her face, eyes wide with shock, mouth slightly agape, what Hazad had said obviously disturbed her greatly.
Too
greatly, Kian silently conceded, for a woman of her stripe. A Sister of Najihar, it was said, was never out of countenance. That Ellonlef so obviously was, suggested she could not be in league with Varis … unless her emotions were a ploy.
“You are sure,” she asked, “that Lord Marshal Bresado spoke those words, named Varis so?”
“No question at all,” Hazad said. “Though I would like to, I will never forget Bresado—or whatever he was—as we last saw him.”
Azuri confirmed the big man’s statement with a nod.
Ellonlef bowed her head in thought. When she looked up again, her eyes glinted with unshed tears, and Kian felt something inside himself soften, just a little. He had never seen eyes more ill-suited for tears.
“If …” Ellonlef trailed off, voice cracking. Visibly composing herself, she said, “If you speak true, then Lord Marshal Otaker Racote is dead … or
changed.”
Kian did not like the way she said that last. With all that he had recently seen of demons,
changed
was not a word he wanted to apply to a man.
“Last night you claimed,” Kian said, “that all the people between Yuzzika and Oratz have been slaughtered.”
“I made no claims,” Ellonlef retorted. “I saw the dead—hundreds, thousands. Most were too far gone to guess what had killed them. In Oratz, however, it was obvious that something had … had torn out their throats
before
they died.”
Creatures of shadow and hate,
Bresado’s voice rose up from deep within Kian’s mind,
glutted themselves on the blood of the dying.
Kian lost the opportunity for the secrecy he needed to glean all that Ellonlef knew or suspected when Hazad spoke aloud the words in his mind, and naming Bresado as the speaker. Kian wanted to shout at the man, but held his tongue. The nervousness that had greeted him upon waking reared up again, larger than ever. A storm, of sorts, was coming. There could be no question that sharing details with the Sister of Najihar was hastening its approach. Bowing to fear was not in Kian’s nature, but more than ever he wanted to run far and fast, before the first stroke of lightning fell from the envisioned storm, before the first drop of poisoned rain touched his brow.
Azuri began speaking next, telling her what had happened at the temple, about Varis creating fire from thin air, of the battle with the diabolical root-serpent. Then he moved on to the demon that had taken Fenahk’s flesh for its own, and how Kian had
miraculously
defeated it. Hazad took up where Azuri left off, recounting in a hollow voice about the many dead at El’hadar, as well as the demons seemingly under Bresado’s command, creatures only Kian could easily kill.
After they finished, Ellonlef mulled their words, then said, “These demons are, in truth, the Fallen. Lady Danara, whom Varis brought back from death, told that she had been to
Geh’shinnom’atar, and that she had seen the Fallen freed.”
“Why is it that you believe Lord Marshal Otaker is dead?” Kian asked.
“The message Otaker intended to send to Bresado, and all the lords marshal along Aradan’s borders, as well as the king, was a warning about the danger facing the kingdom at Varis’s hands, not a warning about a mercenary vying for the Ivory Throne—that was the story Varis told Otaker and myself. The only way Bresado could have suspected you might be coming is if Varis told him as much … or Otaker, though not the Otaker I left behind.”
Azuri looked about at his companions, then faced Ellonlef. “Doubtless Otaker the man is dead, for it was not Bresado who was waiting for us, anymore than it was Fenahk who attacked us in the swamp. It might have been them in appearance, but demons had taken control of their flesh.”
While Kian did not personally know Lord Marshal Otaker, it was said that he was one of the last true Aradaners, cast from the mold of the kingdom’s forefathers. The idea of him becoming a creature like Bresado was disheartening. Even if true, he had larger questions that needed answering.
“I still do not understand why Varis would claim I intend to usurp the Ivory Throne.”
Ellonlef gathered her thoughts. “The short of it is this: I believe that Varis fears you. As such, he desires your death … but your death is seemingly the one thing he cannot bring about by his own hands. He claimed that you stole the powers of creation, long ago hidden by the Three within something he named the Well of Creation. He said that some part of those powers were released into the world and, consequently, into himself.
“Given his actions at Krevar—slaughtering, I believe, the people of Krevar with a strange plague and then bringing those dead back to life in order to convince all others that you are after the Ivory Throne, and are in turn supported by a cohort of corrupt highborn—it seemed more likely that the situation was reversed. Seeing you now before me, and having witnessed the very
natural
means by which you fought last night, I believe even more strongly that Varis is the one who stole the powers of creation for himself, and that he intends to take the Ivory Throne, as well.” She held his gaze until he grew uncomfortable, then added, “However, from your friends’ account, it must also be true that some part of the powers of creation are inside you, Kian Valara.”
Kian gazed at Ellonlef, wanting to deny her words, but unable to.
Azuri nodded to himself. “At the temple, just before Varis came out, you were struck down—”
“The same would have happened to any man unexpectedly knocked to his backside by a blast of strong wind,” Kian argued weakly.
“It was no wind that bowled you over, my friend, but a strand of blue fire. As well,” he went on, “only you, among all the others of the company, survived the direct touch of the unnatural fires Varis created. And not only did you survive, but those flames did very little to the area around you. Those same fires turned to ash anyone else they fell upon.”
“And let’s not forget that root-serpent,” Hazad said. “It had you cornered. Yet when it tried to tear you apart, it died at your touch. The same power in Varis must also lie in you,” Hazad finished in a whisper, looking distinctly ill at ease.
Before Hazad could add what Kian knew was coming next, Azuri said, “And the demon in Fenahk … only your steel was able to cause true harm. Yet, even then, it was not your sword that destroyed the creature, but your voice. And if you had not been with us in the Black Keep, Bresado’s minions would have torn Hazad and me to pieces.”
“This cannot be so,” Kian said, feeling trapped. He had been able to accept that he might have had some protection from Varis, inexplicable as it was, but that he
shared
something with that vile princeling revolted him. The imagined storm he had sensed before was closing, and he hastened to ward against it, futile as those efforts were. “Your steel worked as well as—”
Kian stopped before the statement was finished. The truth was clear and undeniable in his mind. To continue on, as if he were the same man he had always been, was to mark himself a fool.
“Even if true,” Kian said, abruptly changing course, “it matters nothing. With Oratz destroyed, along with any chance of refitting or giving warning that demons now haunt Aradan, I will make for Izutar. Anyone who wants to join me, can.”
“Is your heart so callous,” Ellonlef said then, “or is it fear that drives you?”
“Fear lives in all men,” Kian growled, “but I have never let it rule me. As to a callous heart, I owe nothing to this wretched kingdom. I have given them a sword and blood when needed, and they have returned that service with gold. There is no outstanding debt.”
“Perhaps not,” Ellonlef answered, “but with the
gift
you have received—an ability to resist Varis, and all the powers he wields—does that not obligate you to help as you can?”
“No,” Kian said promptly. He did not like the way she was looking at him, as if he were some heartless beast. Neither did he enjoy the way a part of his own mind suggested to him that he was being both a coward and a fool, and indeed, a heartless beast.
“Very well,” Ellonlef said slowly, “but know this: Varis will not stop at the Ivory Throne. In due course, Izutar will fall as well.”
“How can you know that?” Kian demanded. Some part of him knew she had the way of it, but another, more stubborn part of him, refused to accept defeat.
Ellonlef’s tone grew hard. “As with all of Varis’s lies, when he claimed that
you
would seek to rule all nations, doubtless he gave away his own intentions. This is not Aradan’s problem alone, but the problem of all kingdoms … all the world. Some of those kingdoms might well be Izutar’s enemies, and their falling would, for a time, even benefit Izutar. But in the end, with the power Varis has displayed, friend and foe will be subjugated together.”
“If so,” Kian said, grasping for any conceivable argument, no matter how weak, “then those kingdoms will stand together against him.”
“Alliances between friend and foe might arise against Varis, but it is unlikely they will bury old hatreds in time to save themselves.” At this she gave him a pointed, accusing look. “Varis is moving too quickly. He must never be allowed to grow his forces strong enough to attack other kingdoms, let alone the Ivory Throne. He must be stopped—and you Kian, by my estimation and the testimony of your companions, for good or ill, are the only man with even a chance to stand against him. So, while you may not owe
Aradan
loyalty, can you say the same for your own homelands and people?”
Kian scowled at the woman before him. “Why are you here, so far from Krevar, if you yourself did not flee a fight you wanted nothing to do with?” It was a weak, petty accusation, and he knew it straight away. More troubling still, was that he was willfully denying many truths about himself, and the world in which he lived. He had never been one to shirk responsibility, and he had never turned his back on his honor, but some unknown force within himself kept driving him to do just that.
She did not so much as flinch at his charge. “Otaker commanded me to travel north, all the way to Izutar, if that was where I would find you,” Ellonlef said flatly. “We both concluded that you may hold the key to Aradan’s survival, and the power to stand and defeat Varis.”
“And what were you to do if I denied your request for aid?”
Ellonlef looked at her hands clasped in her lap. “That possibility never entered our minds.”
“It should have,” Kian said harshly, hating himself for speaking words that seemed to pierce her heart. “I am a mercenary, after all.”
“Indeed,” Ellonlef said with no small measure of disgust in her voice, and tossed aside her blankets. Despite her wounds, she managed to get to her feet with no help. Without another word, she hobbled to the picketed horses.
“What are you doing” Kian demanded, “running off to find some other witless champion? Save yourself the effort, for there are few enough of those in Aradan.”
Ellonlef turned slowly. While her eyes were not made for tears, they apparently had no trouble holding the fires of wrath in their dark depths. “As you say, there are few enough champions in Aradan, witless or otherwise. As such, I must count myself among their limited number, and go alone to Ammathor. If you will not burden yourself with at least warning the Ivory Throne of the danger Aradan faces, which in turn may be able to protect countless innocents, then I will go—alone.”
“We will accompany you,” Azuri and Hazad said in unison. For once, they did not fall to throwing snide comments back and forth, but merely shared a determined look and nodded to each other.
Kian felt like a mule had kicked him in the groin at his companions’ words, for they signified the breaking of the imaginary storm above him. But that selfish, little-known part of him still struggled, sought to turn them from this senseless endeavor.
“You would throw away your lives for a pack of highborn, Aradaner fools?” he said with as much scorn as he could muster.
“I have no love for the highborn of Aradan,” Azuri said calmly, “save for the false affections they purchase from my sword. I do not go because of
them, I go for the small folk of Aradan, who are like small folk of all realms, men and women who simply want to live their lives in what peace can be found. I cannot believe that you, a man close to me as a brother, would condemn a people simply because of the foolish wretchedness of their rulers.”
Kian bit back an oath, but said nothing. Azuri went on.
“Varis has proven he is a demon—if not in truth, then in his heart. Like the Falsethian invaders that ravaged our homelands, he will destroy peace where he finds it. I do not want to find myself in Izutar one day soon, watching his conquering armies burning and cleaving their way through the forests of our homelands, and know that I had thrown aside the once chance to stop him.”
“And if you fail and die, instead of him?”
“Then the spirits of our fathers will be pleased that we died choosing of our own freewill to stand against a tyrant and a
monster, instead of selling our honor for the price of our lives,” Hazad answered stoically.
“To speak of danger and death, honor and duty,” Kian said, each word icier than the last, “is easy enough when you are safe. But you were both there when Varis called forth fires that turned men to ash in a blink. You have heard the sister tell how he killed the people of Krevar from afar, then raised them back from the very bowels of the Thousand Hells. This is no man you would have us face, but a creature with the power of gods.
“She claims I have some measure of that same power, and perhaps this is true, but I have no understanding of its use. If we stand against Varis, doubtless none of us will long survive. Our deaths will earn honor that no one will ever sing of. Is this what you want?” Even as Kian spoke, he wondered if he were chiding his companions, or himself.
“Death after a life lived good and well,” Azuri said, “is never a vain life. Even if we only please Pa’amadin, and any other watching gods with our actions, then that is enough.” Before Kian could say more, Azuri held up a hand. “All that aside, my friend, you have not considered a key point.”
“What is that?” Kian asked dismissively. While he loathed standing against doing what was right, no matter how unpalatable that choice, he remained steadfast. This was no small decision, but one of life and death on a scale he could scarcely imagine.
“The demon within Fenahk called
you
by name,” Azuri said. “As well, the demon within Bresado was expecting
your
arrival to El’hadar. Perhaps you can explain that away, but I believe that Varis has already sent his hounds after you. It is only a matter of time before they find you, no matter where you go. You either face him and risk your life, or be hunted until you are found.”
Kian’s mouth went dry, his doggedness broken. He tried to deny what his friend had said, but had he not sensed that he was hunted, even marked out, almost from the moment Varis strode out of the temple like a risen corpse? That feeling, coupled with what Ellonlef had revealed, assured him that Varis wanted him dead. Even should he run, there would never be a safe place to rest his head.
After a moment of reflection, he realized his choice was that he had no choice, save to decide
when
he would face Varis, and on whose terms. Hazad was right, as well, and Kian wanted to choose of his own freewill to stand against Varis, and not sell his honor for the price of his life.
So be it,
Kian thought, setting aside all the recent thoughts he had nurtured about heading to Izutar and living out a leisurely life, all the while spending the gold he had earned as a mercenary. Without question, his own death was more likely than Varis’s when they met again, but death did not frighten him, for all men died. Of fear, he only struggled with the idea that in facing Varis, he could become one of Varis’s risen followers, like the many folk of Krevar, or worse, the demons of El’hadar. Both ideas sent a chill of trepidation through the core of his soul, and had, perhaps, had been the sole reason for his resistance. Despite this possibility, he made his decision. And whether right or wrong, when a course of action was determined, a man must cast aside all doubt and plunge into the fray, and let the gods mind the outcome.
“Break camp!” Kian shouted abruptly. “We make for Ammathor.”
As understanding filled Ellonlef, relief and gratitude shone in her eyes.
Though he would not give her the satisfaction of telling her, Kian decided he liked that better than the anger and scorn she had first directed at him.




Chapter 22
 
 
   As the small company finished packing the last of their scant supplies and saddled the horses, a booming clap of thunder exploded overhead. Ellonlef, who had been considering a way to thank Kian for his decision, ducked like everyone else. The abrupt movement flared the pain of her wounds and stole her breath.
A second boom followed the first, then a third.
The horses fought against their staked lead ropes. The Asra a’Shah, wearing dismayed expressions, ensured none broke free. As the rumbling peals faded away, Hazad pointed skyward, his jaw slack.
Ellonlef’s heart began slamming in her chest. Streaking across the smoke-laden sky, a handful of massive fireballs burned with the brilliance of falling suns, trailing tails of fire and smoke. The roar of their passage crushed all other sound. After a few moments, the thundering began to diminish, and the fierce light of the fireballs was lost over the horizon. A few moments later, a succession of flashes pulsed back toward them. Several moments longer, and the ground began to shake under another long, steady rumble.
“By Peropis’s poisoned teats,” Hazad shouted, “what was that?”
The tears of Pa’amadin,
Ellonlef thought, recalling when she had first seen the stars falling from the sky over Krevar. Before she could say this aloud, another explosion rippled the air, and the pebbles at her feet began to bounce over the roadway. All eyes searched the reddish sky. At first Ellonlef thought she had lost track of time, for directly overhead she saw the hazed glow of the sun—but it was not the sun.
“To the rocks!”
she screamed, her voice small under the rumbling onslaught.
No one seemed to hear.
She quickly limped to Kian’s side and dragged his startled face close to hers. “Take shelter in the rocks!” She pointed at the mound of boulders she had used to escape the Bashye. When he nodded, she moved for cover as fast as her injured knee would allow. She did not know what protection the outcrop would offer, but anything was better than standing in the—
An explosion of light and sound flung her and the others to the ground. In her distress, she felt no pain, and instantly rolled to her feet. Off to the south, not more than a quarter mile away, a flaming pillar rose skyward, mushrooming at the top. At the column’s base, a ring of flames, sand, and dust billowed out and away. Several more claps of thunder, one after another in rapid succession, propelled her back to her original course. Overhead, more small suns had been born in the sky.
As she reached the first weathered boulder, brilliant flares to the east drew her eye. Like arrow-straight bolts of lightning, a half dozen fireballs streaked into the earth. The blinding flashes and subsequent peals of thunder ripped at her senses. Where those flashes originated, pillars of grimy fire and ash rose up like malignant toadstools.
Ellonlef slapped her hands over her ears, trying to ward against the concussive blasts, but their noise was too huge. Each one shuddered the earth, the air, her flesh. She wanted to dive into a deep black hole and bury herself under the sand of the Kaliayth, but she could not close her watering eyes against the terrible sight.
Streaks fell near and far, and in all directions sooty plumes rose up and up. Thunder rolled incessantly, until it all became an unbroken wall of sound. Across the road, the horses were mad with terror, jerking against their lead ropes, but she could not hear them trumpeting. Asra a’Shah scrambled amid the rocks around her, blindly seeking shelter. One man, terrorized beyond reason, flung himself flat and began clawing at the ground with his bare hands, his eyes bulging.
Ellonlef felt herself succumbing to a strange and horrified wonder. She forgot about everything, save what could be no less than the
true
end of all things—all that had happened before were but the first sparks of the coming inferno.
She did not know how long she stood there, watching as the midmorning sky went from a reddish brown to a deep and poisoned sable. The scent of burning rock stuck in her throat, choking her, but she could not look away from the awesome destruction all around. Buffeting winds, coming first one direction then another, pelted her with stinging grit, brought with them the heat of nearby blazes. If this was the end, then she would see it.
Another brilliant flash, brighter than any so far and so close as to leave her momentarily blinded, sent her reeling despite herself. A hot, grainy cushion of air slammed into her. She landed hard on her back and stayed there, looking straight up. The sky above roiled like a cauldron of ash and blood. Now true lightning flashed, bolts of blurred crimson.
A face appeared over hers, framed by the nightmare sky. Kian’s braided ebon locks hung down, almost touching her nose. Rather than fear or panic, his blue eyes were wide with a reckless excitement, and she was glad of that. If she had seen him in a terrified state, a man in whom she sensed great strength and resilience, she might have begun shrieking and never stopped.
He was shouting, but his words were buried under a sound like that of mountains dying. She could only look at him, and he did not look away. Again, she was glad of it, though she did not know why. It did not matter. In that moment, she decided that if he was the last thing she ever saw, it was enough.
When she did not answer whatever he had asked, he looked her over, his hands following his eyes. His touch, somehow rough and gentle at the same time, brought a queer tingle to her skin, and she could not help but smile.
He abruptly stopped what he was doing and peered at her with that same mistrust as before, as if she were dangerous in some way. Then, with a shake of his head, he spoke again, and his hands pushed under her shoulders and the back of her knees. Seemingly with no effort, he lifted her. Tentatively, she reached her arms around his neck and drew herself close, pressing her head against his broad chest. Again, seemingly without effort, he began leaping through the tumbled boulders.
Despite all the grinding roar that filled the world, Ellonlef was sure she could hear the strong galloping beat of his heart. She pressed herself closer to that sound, taking strength and comfort from it, relishing the heat of his skin pouring through his clothing. Even his scent, that of sweat and horse, steel and the dust of the desert, brought a sensation of peace that she had not realized she needed, let alone wanted. She closed her eyes.
She opened them again as the noise of the crumbling world faded. She was surrounded by absolute darkness. Cool air washed over her skin. Everything was still shaking, but at least the deafening blasts were reduced.
“Where are we?” she asked, surprised that she could actually hear herself.
Kian did not answer for a moment, and she sensed his reservation toward her in the darkness. “This heap of stoned is riddled with hollows and crevices,” he said after a time. “Hopefully the others, gods help them, have all found places to hide from …
whatever
this is.” When he spoke again, his words were hesitant.
“Your order is different than that of the Magi Order, but the Sisters of Najihar are said to have great knowledge of many things.”
“Ellonlef,” she said, for no reason she could understand she wanted him to say her name.
“Ellonlef,” he said gruffly. “I would know, do you have any knowledge of what is happening? Is this the end of … of life, too often spoken of by the begging brothers?”
She heard his concern and, too, a thread of deep foreboding. The same trepidation lurked within her own heart. She reached for him, seeking to reassure him—and, as well, to take from him a measure of his vigor, that she might comfort herself. Though she could not see, she imagined his visage in her memory. She reached out, knowing her shaking fingers were within an inch of the hard line of his jaw—
The darkness exploded around them in a shuddering flicker of blinding white, and then something slammed into her head. The pain was immediate, crushing, worse than anything she had ever felt, and blessedly short-lived. Then an enormous, suffocating weight landed on her, crushing her down against the sandy floor of their deadly sanctuary.
Tomb … this is a tomb,
she thought distantly, sensing with a dreamlike clarity that she was dying.
From a long way off, Kian shouted in a desperate voice. “On my life,” he cried, “I will protect you.”
Then blackness, like a living thing, swallowed her down… .
The next Ellonlef knew, someone was carrying her into a monstrous daylight the hue of old blood. The very air stunk of char and molten rock. A few men were shouting back and forth to each other, and somewhere someone was howling in agony. From the poisoned sky fell what looked like gray-black feathers with the reek of a hearth fire.
Ashes, she thought,
falling like snow on the highest mountains of Rida.
What manner of fire could produce such amounts of ash within a desert devoid of all but the barest vegetation?
“Rest easy,” Hazad said, gently settling her on a folded saddle blanket. The big man’s face was covered in sweat-streaked grime. Where he usually seemed quick to smile, now he was quick to leave her.
Ellonlef sat up, carefully, but no pains troubled her. The same could not be said for the others. When she had first surveyed Kian’s company, she had estimated there were just over a score of men. Now, she counted less than half that.
“Ellonlef?” Kian said tentatively, as he came next to her.
She looked up, remembering snatches of what had been going through her mind when he had carried her to safety, and her face flushed. He was not a handsome man, at least not in the foppish way counted as handsome by highborn women of a king’s court. His face was rugged, even craggy, and just now covered in drying blood. And his eyes were the color of the ice fields of his homelands, harsh and unforgiving, yet beautiful in their own right. Within in him lay a strength that far exceeded that of his sword arm—
Ellonlef abruptly halted that line of thought. The man before her, while he might have commendable attributes, was a mercenary. As well, he was also a man with too much pride by half in his own abilities and opinion—this her training as a Sister of Najihar told her.
She glanced away from him to take in the surroundings, but could see no farther than a hundred paces in any direction. Beyond that, a choking fog of smoke and dust blocked all sight.
“What is it?” she asked, her tone cool.
He seemed taken aback.
As well he should be,
she thought. She had lived and thrived in this inhospitable land nearly a decade, alone amongst strangers. She was more than capable of seeing to herself. And besides, she had a husband promised to her already—
Again, Ellonlef cleaved her random thoughts, though not without some measure of bemusement. Here the world was coming apart, and her mind was contemplating promised husbands and the beauty of a mercenary’s ice-blue eyes.
It was shock, of course, she reasoned, that was clouding her wits.
“One of my men is dying,” Kian said, matching her tone. “It would be well if you could comfort him … before the end.” He took pains to hide his emotions, but she could tell that he held a deep commitment for those under his command.
“Help me up,” she ordered, and Kian obliged.
As she strode along at his side, she demanded, “Why did you not send for me straight away?”
He looked askance at her. There was a deep cut across his brow, and a fan of blood and dirt had dried down one side of his face. When he spoke, it was obvious he was striving to remain civil. “As Hazad and I just managed to get you free, and since we did not know if you were hale or dead at the time, it seemed premature to ask anything from you.”
Ellonlef ignored the rude edge in his voice. When she saw the screaming Asra a’Shah, she raced forward.
“Get me hot water and bandages,” she said, staring at the Geldainian’s mangled leg. “As well, wine and
swatarin.”
She eased herself down, unconsciously preparing for the pain in her knee—a pain that never came. She did not have time to think on it. “Azuri, hold him down.”
The Izutarian obliged without a word. With deft hands, she pushed up the hem of the injured Geldainian’s saffron robes. Something, a large stone presumably, had nearly smashed the man’s leg off below the knee, and blood was pouring from the wound. Acting quickly, she unbuckled the leather belt that held the sheathed scimitar to his back. The weapon she set aside, but she wrapped the belt around his leg and cinched it tight. As soon as the pressure began to mount, the mercenary started thrashing and yelling. Ignoring this, she pulled harder, until the blood rapidly pooling in the sand under his knee became a weeping trickle. Next, she wrapped the loose end of the belt around his mangled leg several times, and tied it off. With the bleeding staunched, the man flopped back, panting hard, his black skin ashen.
Ellonlef noticed that Kian had not moved. “Is it beneath you to fetch and carry?”
He eyed her, jaw flexing. “We have
jagdah, some water, and little else.”
Kian glanced at the Geldainian, and his expression of tightly reined anger became one of deep regret. He handed over his waterskin and a soiled rag pulled from a pocket. It was the tunic she had used earlier to dry herself.
“Do what you will,” he said, “but this man will soon be dead.”
Ellonlef thought she was going to be sick. Never had she seen such heartlessness. He might be ready to give up, but she was not.
“Start a fire,” she commanded. “After I remove what cannot be saved, I will use flame to seal the wound.”
She drew her dagger and leaned over the ruined appendage. Very little meat and sinew attached the leg to the man. Before she could make the first cut, the mercenary began shaking and his breath came quick and frantic. And then he went still. A bit of ash drifted down, landing in one of his glazed eyes. He never blinked.
Kneeling at the man’s head, Azuri said, “He is gone.”
A moment later, the sound of Kian’s boots crunching away told her he was leaving. She almost called him back, but decided she did not want him near. He was a brutish man, born of a brutish land, and could be nothing more.
What else would you have him be?
a small voice asked in the recess of her mind.
Surely he is nothing to you, save a tool to be used against Varis.
She pointedly ignored that voice.
After a time, Azuri left to help find other survivors. Ellonlef sat with the deceased Geldainian, her eyes brimming with unshed tears, listening to the preternatural quiet that had fallen over the world. It was all too easy to imagine that the end had come. Yet, somehow, she was alive. This despite knowing she had died. This idea startled her, but she remembered all too well the blow to her head, the sensation of being crushed, and feeling the press of a darkness that had nothing to do with the light of the world, but rather the empty blackness of death.
She stretched out her hurt leg, but there was no pain. Despite the lack of hurts, relatively fresh blood covered her robes and exposed skin in large splotches. She blinked in confusion. Her thoughts awhirl with uncertainty, she carefully pushed a hand beneath the fold of her robes, feeling for the bandage wrapped about the arrow wound. Where there should have been soreness, there was nothing. She folded the bandage down, and again her fingers searched for what should have been there, but found nothing save whole skin. There seemed to be a small bump, like a scar, but she would not know for certain until she was able to look on the wound directly. Confused and not a little nervous, she looked up.
To one side of the outcrop, Kian stood with his back to her, unmoving as he gazed down at a growing line of dead Asra a’Shah. While not positive in the dim light, when he looked away and revealed his profile, she saw a man struggling under a great weight. As well, she recalled the words she had heard while buried under stone and a blinding wave of pain:
On my life … I will protect you.
In her memory, she had a hard time believing the voice was his, for it had been filled with a despair that did not fit his outward appearance. But it had been him. Who else could it have been? Just as sure, she knew that she had been dying when he spoke them. Yet now she was alive, seemingly unblemished. Even her old wounds were healed.
Still gazing at him, her heart softened. She understood now that his harshness toward the dying Asra a’Shah had not been a merciless indifference, but rather a carefully sculpted cliff of solid granite that he hid his pains behind, hurts that no man-of-arms could allow to show to those under his command.
What else are you hiding?
she thought, considering the miraculous healing she had undergone. A moment later, she wondered if he even knew he had done something to her, something like Varis had done to the people of Krevar, yet altogether different. Without question, she felt as she always had, unlike Varis’s followers, who had come back from death, somehow
changed.
“The power of creation,” she murmured to herself, awed. She did not know if what Kian had been blessed with would be enough to stop Varis, but she began to hope.
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Chapter 23
 
 
   Prince Varis Kilvar sat motionless astride his horse, while the wind pushed back his long, pale hair. He was not exactly sure how it had grown, other than that he had dreamed it so some nights past. When he had come awake, the dream and reality had become one. At the moment, however, his mind was not focused on his locks, but rather the wide chasm gouged into the face of the world before him.
The deep gorge ran from the southern horizon to the northern, its sheer sides of freshly broken rock plunging hundreds of paces before meeting crashing waves that churned and tore at all they encountered. The waters smelled of the sea mingled with mud. The Gulf of Bakaal lay over a hundred leagues south, off the coast of Tureece, and yet, here before him, salty waves roared far inland. It was not the first evidence he had seen of the recent disasters that had fallen upon the world, and he could not help but wonder at the breadth of the world’s destruction.
Some days before he had watched, awed despite himself, as stars fell from the heavens like bands of molten silver to strike the earth far ahead of his vast company. Where those stars fell, great pillars of seared rock and ash had billowed up, higher than any cloud. By the following day, those columns had dissipated over the desert, becoming a fog of smoke and dust denser than what had already been in place from the fires burning in the Qaharadin Marshes. Storms had come next, with lightning the hue of blood and torrential rains. The deluge cleared the air for a short while, but an hour after the last drops had fallen, the acrid smoke and drifting ash rushed back, thicker than ever. And with that choking fog, Varis had noted that the usual blistering wasteland of the Kaliayth had grown much cooler.
Such calamities could only aid him, for where destruction fell people grew fearful, and when fear persisted, hope was lost. Soon enough, people would seek out a strong and guiding hand to lead them through the darkness. It took no imagination to see that, in time, for the mere promise of bread, people would raise him above themselves and all other kings. Moreover, they would fall to their knees in worship, naming him their savior.
“Master,” Uzzret said, reining in at Varis’s side. “Master of Spears Hur’aun has confirmed that none of his scouts have been able to find any sign of either the traitor Kian nor the
heretic.”
Varis smiled at the word the magus used for Sister Ellonlef, but for now pushed that aside. Although Peropis had claimed she would destroy Kian herself, he had continually sent out riders to scour the north for any sign of him. To Varis’s mind, whether Kian died by Peropis’s hidden machinations, or at the hands of his followers, made no difference. In truth, he doubted that he would ever see Kian again. The man was an ignorant mercenary, and without gold to sway him, he held no allegiance to Aradan. As for the Sister of Najihar, Varis had sent riders ahead of the company to search her out as well, ordering them to range far to the east.
“They will be found,” Varis said, somewhat disappointed about the sister. A king—an emperor with the powers of gods—deserved to have such a woman as Ellonlef as a concubine. Not only was she beautiful, she was learned, as were all the Sisters of Najihar. Varis smiled to himself, considering that having a harem of such women would prove quite exhilarating. If not Ellonlef, there would be others.
Ultimately whether Ellonlef was found or not made no matter. In all likelihood, she had already been captured by one Bashye clan or another. If they did not kill her outright, then by spring of the coming year, she would birth her first of many bastards to the clans. Likely, he would never learn what had become of her.
“Master?” Uzzret said, breaking Varis’s reverie.
Varis glanced at Uzzret in irritation, his lifeless gaze forcing the magus to bow his head in fearful respect.
“Speak your mind,” Varis commanded.
“How can we possibly cross this obstacle?”
Instead of answering, Varis dismounted and strode to a small bush at the edge of the chasm. It was withered, and it deep roots were exposed to trail several feet down the face of the gorge. He knew this would be a test of his strength and control, but he had little fear that he would fail.
Spinning on his heel, he looked out over his arrayed forces, nearly ten thousand strong, all gazing raptly in his direction. Men and women and children, all who had seen the horrors of
Geh’shinnom’atar, all who would give their lives for him without thought or hesitation, his Chosen. Under the oppressive clouds of smoke and ash, their strange half-life shone to his eyes like a sea of glimmering silver threads.
Carefully, he reached out to that life, drawing it into himself, then releasing it into the scraggly bush at his side, gently shaping it to his will. He imagined he could feel the love and acquiescence of his Chosen flowing through him and into the bush.
The ground shifted and rose, groaning as new roots fattened and sank deep into the earth. Varis closed his eyes in concentration, working with his mind the way a sculptor worked stone with hammer and chisel. He sensed his followers growing weaker as their life drained away, but he did not stop harvesting that life from them. He felt more alive than he ever had before, more powerful. By the day, he realized, he was growing stronger.
The ground at his feet rose up amid a great crackle of breaking stone. Behind him came a vigorous rustling of vegetation, growing louder and deeper by the moment, like a forest assaulted by a gale. As the available life force began to fade, Varis delved deeper … deeper … until the weakest among his followers began to drop. Still, he drew more, draining them to the brink of death, and by turns forcing their life into the shrub at his back, bending its growth to his will.
The flood of life soon became a trickle, no matter how hard he strove to continue the flow. With some regret, he severed the connection and opened his eyes. The sea of silver had gone to dull gray, and a large number of his Chosen had fallen to their knees, heads bowed. Dismissing them for now, he turned to face the chasm, and nodded in satisfaction. It was all he could do not to shout in victory at his accomplishment.
Stretching across the mile-wide gulf, the stunted bush had grown a thousandfold, even ten thousandfold, forming a lush bridge of densely entwined branches and vibrant foliage no less than a hundred paces wide, and half again as thick.
Uzzret, lying on the ground, struggled to raise his head. When he saw what Varis had done, tears began to trickle from his eyes. He tried to speak, but nothing would come, whether from weakness or from awe, Varis did not know. However, Varis saw that his Chosen would be unable to cross the bridge unless he fed them back a measure of the life he had taken. Directing his mind away from the bridge, he reached out farther than he ever had before. He found scant life here and there, for miles all around, and stole it away, then dribbled it into his followers until they began to stir, and then stand on their own.
“Cross!” he called.
At his command, the weary army pressed forward.
It took hours to get everyone across the bridge, but when the last one strode off his creation, Varis drained the living bridge, and returned that life to his Chosen. The bridge remained, dead wood but solid. Belatedly, he realized he could have revitalized his army before the crossing, but to do so could have risked losing them all if the bridge had proven too weak to support them.
Still gazing on the incredible bridge, he vowed to himself that he would eventually learn to shape the very stones of the earth, and more. That day could not come soon enough. In time, he would become truly immortal, and wield the powers of creation as had the gods who abandoned those powers. He would be indomitable. When that day came, Peropis would suffer for denying him all that was his from the outset.
After sending north thrice the number of searchers as before, on the off chance that Kian was foolish enough to have remained in Aradan, Varis rode to the fore of his army. Projecting only his wish that they again take up the march, he led his forces due east at a ground eating trot. At this pace, faster than any army had ever travelled, and never needing to rest besides, Ammathor and, more importantly, his first of many crowns was but a few days away.




Chapter 24
 
 
   Kian’s diminished company rode in heavy silence along the faded ruts of an ancient supply road running south and east. They formed a group, yet each member of the party rode in self-imposed isolation, keeping grim company with their own dire thoughts. Kian, used to days spent chiding his companions while they guarded their charges, and nights lounging about campfires recounting stories of past adventures and humorous mishaps, inherently knew he could not allow his company to continue on as they were. Such constant introspection was as dangerous as an open pit to a midnight rider, and all the more so when dangers could lurk anywhere.
For the time being, he ignored his own instincts, and let the grave mood hold, if only because there were too many dark things to consider for himself. Things that did not bring smiles to men’s faces.
After many days under thick clouds of dust, smoke, and ash, an unnatural chill now gripped the Kaliayth. Not having proper coats or cloaks, all had donned an extra set of clothing and wrapped blankets about their shoulders, giving them the look of vagabonds. For himself, Kian found the lack of heat pleasant, despite knowing there was something terribly wrong with it, given that it was the height of summer. Winters in the desert were nothing like those in Izutar, where snow fell continuously during the long dark months, piling up to the height of a man, even in the lowlands. The Kaliayth did grow cold on occasion, especially through the winter nights, but if it was so cold now, and that chill held until winter set in, Aradan’s people would suffer greatly for lack of preparedness.
If Aradan still exists come winter,
he thought.
Though he was not given to pessimism, he could not help but feel besieged when he surveyed the broken lands they rode through. As far as the eye could see, the desert had been transformed into more of a wasteland than it had ever been before. Since they had begun travelling east, they’d often had to ride around great rents and chasms in the earth. In other places, mile after mile, deep and smoking craters pocked the lands, creating impassible areas of blasted rock and heaped sand. In other places, the heat of falling stars—what Ellonlef named the
Tears of Pa’amadin—had melted the desert sands and left behind wide, thin sheets of crumbly glass.
Considering Ellonlef, he peered about in the reddish haze and found her riding some distance back, her head bowed as if in prayer. If she were praying, he could not fault her. Though his people considered Pa’amadin a god of silence, lately of a night he often looked heavenward, wondering if he cried out if the Creator of All would hear him.
As if sensing his scrutiny, Ellonlef looked up with a small, secretive smile. Discomfited, Kian nodded to her, then turned in the saddle to study the desert. For no reason he could see, she seemed to have warmed to him. Strange as it seemed, he almost wished she would treat him as she had initially, as if he were a crude but useful utensil. Being irritated with her was easier than sharing the occasional grin, or even a laugh. Simply put, there was a bond growing between them that he did not entirely trust or understand.
Mostly, however, when he thought of Ellonlef, he recalled the words of protection he had spoken to her. Not merely spoken, though. He had fairly
wailed
his vow, even while holding her dead in his arms. Thinking back on that moment, and those that had followed, little of what had happened made sense to him. Somehow, despite being buried under a darkness so pure and thick as to drive a man insane, he had
seen
her reaching for him. His mind showed a memory in which all had been bathed in a ghostly light. The next he knew, the cramped space had exploded with a flickering glare and flying rock. Before he could throw himself over her, a large stone had crashed into her brow, crushing—
Kian tried to shake the image away, but failed. He tried to drown it with a drink from his waterskin, focusing on the sour grittiness of water they had dug from the ground. He told himself that he could not—would not—relive the moment Ellonlef had perished, but his will failed.
He had heaved the stone off her head and jammed it deeper into the recess, still able to see Ellonlef with his strange sight, but wishing he could not. She glowed with a fading silvery radiance, and somehow he knew that once that glow was gone, she would be gone, as well. What had nearly broken his mind, and still kept him awake at night, was the terrible wet heat of her blood pouring over his hands as he lay over her, cradling her head. He could still feel her trembling, dying, even as more rock crushed down from above. Pinned though he had been, he strained against that smothering layer of death, holding it off her. He whispered words of comfort, offering what solace he could, despite knowing the futility. When she went still, her luminescence dimmed further. At that moment, a wholly unfamiliar sense of despair spread over him like a great black wing, beating at him with a torment unlike any he had ever known. It was then that he had felt something inside of him, something he wanted—needed—to set free. The desire of that emotion was more than anything he had ever wanted before.
It was then that a queer but not unpleasant sensation had begun coursing through his being, pulsing with his heart, growing stronger with each new breath. The sensation became a searing heat that wormed its way through his bones and sank deep into his very soul. At once he recognized the sensation as the same that had assailed him when the tongue of blue fire had streaked from Varis’s accursed temple and slammed into him. At the temple, he had believed he was dying. With Ellonlef lifeless in his hands, the feeling of his own demise did not come, but rather a growing feeling of indomitable strength. Lest he burst under the rapturous pressure he somehow
poured
some measure of himself into Ellonlef, even as he cried his vow to her.
Almost at once, warmth had flooded back into her limbs, and her radiance blossomed like a silver rose. After that, Kian recalled falling into a numb stupor, aware, but separate from himself. During that time, he continued to speak to Ellonlef, though she was unconscious. Even now, he did not know all that he said.
When Hazad dragged them free, Ellonlef’s face was covered in a crust of dried blood and dirt. But when Kian wiped her face clean, there were no wounds upon her, not even a scar. Somehow, he had given back her life … the same way that Varis had given back the lives of the folk of Krevar. At first this troubled Kian, but after Ellonlef snapped at him about
fetching and carrying
instead of worshipping him as some kind of Life Giver, he realized there must be a difference between what he had done for Ellonlef, and what Varis had done to the people of Krevar… .
Kian firmly set aside the recollection of Ellonlef’s death and rebirth.
Feeling a little shaky, he scrubbed a hand over his dusty face. His one regret on that day had been his inability to save the Asra a’Shah. As he had watched Ellonlef work, he sensed the desire to help, much as he had revived her, but nothing had come. For all he knew, what he had done for Ellonlef was the first and last time he would ever be able to use the power of the gods. Much like a stick of wood thrown onto a fire, he considered, once it became ash, it stayed ash. Deep in his heart, a part of him hoped that was so. Lesser powers by far than those wielded by gods had destroyed men’s souls.
“It’ll be getting dark soon,” Azuri said, riding up next to Kian. “Do you want to order a halt and set camp?”
Thankful for the distraction, Kian took in the hazed desert. A ridge of broken hills rose up not far to the east, and farther south a tall cliff of sheer red rock sprouted from the desert floor.
“If I am not mistaken,” he said, as Hazad joined them, “the ruins of Salev are just over those hills.”
Hazad, his eyes as bloodshot as everyone’s for the smoke and drifting ash, nodded toward two outcrops on either side of the road. “I believe you are right.”
Ellonlef reined in, looking at the three men. Kian was sure her gaze rested on him longer, and he tried to resist the pull of her dark, warm gaze. “Are we halting?”
“Within the hour, Sister,” Azuri answered.
With a tired nod and a final, mysterious glance for Kian, she heeled her mount forward, leaving them there.
Kian looked after her, an unusual pressure tightening his chest. Hazad and Azuri both smirked at him. As if they had issued a challenge, he quietly cursed them for fools, then kicked his horse into a trot that took him abreast of Ellonlef. She glanced at him. Kian did not take that as an invitation to ride with her, but neither did he take it as a dismissal. Together, they rode in a comfortable silence to where the road passed between the two outcrops, and halted. He was keenly aware of her presence, and had to force himself to concentrate on the task at hand—that of finding proper shelter for the night.
The road dropped steeply into a valley less than half a mile across, then climbed back up the opposite side, and continued on through a broken terrain of hills and flat-topped mountains. The low, flat lands of the Kaliayth were behind them, and from now until they reached the feet of the Ulkion Mountains, the seldom-used road would gradually climb through a more rugged landscape. Without question, the days ahead would be harder than the days behind.
Kian examined the narrow slash of valley he had not seen in many years. At first it was difficult to make out the ancient village’s location, and he began to wonder if this was Salev after all. Then, low down at the base of the far canyon wall, he found the telltale remains of the small, scorched mud brick abodes of those folk who had lived here a hundred years gone. Raiders—be they Tureecian or Bashye, no one knew—had razed the village, and now the weathered buildings resembled rotten, soot-streaked teeth jutting from the sand.
After locating the ruins, he searched the deepening gloom and noted that green things grew amid the ruins—overgrown fig and olive trees picked over by birds, a few date palms, and summer-wilted areas that had once been well-tended gardens. The presence of greenery proved the existence of water, but time would tell if any wells remained with water fit to drink. The Bashye had a nasty habit of despoiling wells along the kingdom’s roads with wild goat carcasses, in order to ensure travelers were thoroughly weakened and demoralized when the renegades launched their attacks. If they had done so here, digging parties would have to find water below ground. There would likely be water, if full of silt.
“Send scouts ahead,” Kian said to Ba’Sel, when the man reined in beside him and Ellonlef. Before Ba’Sel could deliver the order, Kian added, “Tell them to take no chances. If they come under attack, tell them to retreat. If we have to, we will fight our foes here, from this high ground.”
Within the hour, the Asra a’Shah scouts returned with word that the only things that had been moving about in the ruins over the last several months were scorpions, lizards, and vast coveys of quail, of which they had managed to take down enough of to feed the company for the night.
With a hungry peek at the birds hanging from their saddles, Ellonlef said, “Perhaps this is a good place to rest not for just one night, but a few days.”
Kian was about to disagree, but Hazad butted in. “I favor that.”
“As do I,” Azuri said, flicking a deepening drift of ash from the sleeve of his robes. “A bath would be welcome, as well.”
“Have all of you forgotten,” Kian asked placidly, “that Varis is bent on usurping the Ivory Throne and, after that, every throne of the world? We leave before first light, as always.”
“We have been pushing hard for too many days and nights,” Hazad said. “While I’m sure
I
could keep on, the horses need a good rest, plenty of water, and proper graze.”
Kian scrutinized the faces around him and considered his earlier thoughts about their increasingly gloomy dejection. Even the Geldainian mercenaries, men known for impossible endurance, looked beyond tired. Grudgingly, he acknowledged that he could not continue to press the march without a respite.
“Very well,” he said, relieved despite himself, and turned his mount to clatter down the steep road to the village. “We will rest here—but no more than this night and the next.”




Chapter 25
 
 
   After camp had been set amid a row of tumbledown huts, and bellies sated with roasted quail, dates, figs and all the water they could drink from a pure well, Kian strode northward through night’s darkness. Behind him the camp slept, save him and two Asra a’Shah taking first watch. It was not a long walk to get beyond the remains of the last burned-out building. Darkness lay thicker for the smoke blocking the light of the stars. Except for the distant yipping howls of jackals on the hunt, the night was absolutely silent.
Kian wrapped his improvised cloak—a spare blanket with a hole cut in the center for his head to poke through, and slits for his arms—tighter around his shoulders. He tried to believe that it was not as cold as it felt, but a shiver crept over his skin, reminding him of the nights he had spent on the Kaliayth during winter.
Deciding the he would rather keep moving than sit still and let the cold sink into his bones, he strode along a scant trail that ran alongside a dry streambed. Kian had not gone a hundred paces when he saw a faint blur of white up ahead. He halted at once, hand falling to his sword hilt.
All remained relatively quiet.
Careful to make no sound himself, he scurried behind a mound of stone slabs that had fallen from the eastern side of the canyon’s wall. The shape moved closer, silent, ghostlike. He did not hold to tales of spirits … but then, not so long ago, he had disbelieved that demons could walk amongst the living. The figure drifted nearer, as if traveling on an unfelt breeze. The closer it came, the harder his heart beat, visions of Fenahk and Bresado alive in his mind. He dropped lower, making sure he was out of sight. Though he disliked ambush, in this instance a surprise attack was his best option.
After a time, there came a soft grating of feet moving over sand, and he tensed. Spirits did not make such sounds, at least in any story he had ever heard. As the shape came within arm’s reach then moved by, he rose up, sword poised to strike at the junction of neck and shoulder. The figure spun with feline grace, and in the gloom Kian saw the faint glimmer of a dagger coming to bear.
“Ellonlef?” Kian gasped, aghast that he had been but a heartbeat from striking off her head. “What are you doing out here
alone?”
She sheathed the dagger, seemingly unperturbed by the edge to his voice. “I was collecting dates. If I had thought you wanted to join me, I would have asked.”
“Scavenging dates, in the middle of the night?” he asked incredulously, wondering how she had managed to slip by him.
“Unless you mean to run me through, you should lower your sword,” she said with a disarming laugh.
He started, realizing his sword was still raised. With an irritated shake of his head, he slammed the blade into the scabbard. He embraced his rising irritation, for that alone could break the odd spell she held over him, which seemed to always steal his wits. “You should have told someone you were going to go frolicking about in the night,” he chastised.
She laughed again, a sound that stirred something inside him. “Are you my father, then,” she said, somehow playfully, “demanding obedience from a wicked daughter?”
Kian’s tongue withered, for what came to mind at her statement had nothing to do with fathers and daughters. “No,” he said, his voice rough with uncertainty, “of course not. But, for your safety and everyone else’s, you should have told someone of your intentions. These are dangerous lands.”
“You are right. It was foolish of me.” She hardly sounded chagrined.
“I should get back to my watch,” he said, thinking it best to distance himself from her before … well, before he began to pursue what was in his heart, which he felt sure would lead to regret.
“Would you like a piece of fruit?” she asked before he could turn away. “They are sweet. Of course, now that I dropped them, they will be sandy as well.”
She knelt, a graceful movement that stole Kian’s breath. Swallowing, chiding himself for behaving like a lovesick boy, he inspected the surroundings for any sign of trouble. There was none he could see. Nevertheless, he felt it. He told himself he should simply excuse himself, continue his rounds, but he remained.
He watched Ellonlef, knowing she was the source of his trouble. Two nights gone while repairing his damaged bow, it had taken him far longer to get the job done properly, for Ellonlef had sat with him in silence, as if what he was doing was the most important thing in the world. The problem, he realized, was not that she made him nervous, but rather that having her about was so easy. Such distractions could be dangerous at the best of times, and these times were far from that.
And yet, he still did not move away, though he was sure it would have been the right thing—the
safe
thing—to do. After a deep breath and another glance around, he released some measure of his caution, and knelt to help gather the dates. Using a fold in her robes like a basket, they piled up the withered fruit. The last one, he kept for himself. After he dusted it off, Kian took a bite, relishing the sweet flavor, leftover sand and all.
“It has been too long since I have tasted anything this good,” he said. “At least since we departed Ammathor.”
“When did you leave the king’s city?”
Kian nibbled the fruit, thinking back. Despite his better judgment, he let her presence wash away his concerns, and a comfortable peace stole over him. “Four months, or there about.”
Ellonlef picked out a date and sampled it. “A long time to live rough.”
Kian shrugged. “There have been longer journeys. Merchants are the worst for wandering about looking for prospective buyers. As well, after they pay for two months of protection, they do all they can to squeeze four from you.”
They were silent for a time, then Ellonlef said, “Do you think what happened along the border has befallen Ammathor?”
Kian gazed off into the night. It was not the first time he had considered the same question. “At first I was sure the quakes happened only in the marshes. What we have seen since crossing the Kaliayth suggests that the whole of Aradan, perhaps all the world, has suffered.”
“What do you think is happening?”
Kian chuckled wryly. “I had hoped you could tell me. Are you not the scholar? All I am is a man with a sword.”
“You are more than that,” she said quietly, then rushed on. “All I really have are guesses. Once, my order studied all there was to study, but since Edaer Kilvar employed our services a millennia gone, we now mostly learn about the deeper workings of Aradan, her people, and her enemies. Varis, I fear, will prove to be the greatest enemy Aradan has ever faced. He is a man who has stolen the power of gods. While he has done miraculous works, I cannot doubt that he has only begun to understand his powers.”
There seemed to be a suggestion in her words directed toward Kian, but before he could think on it, she added, “The only certainty I have is this fear: if the same Prince Varis Kilvar who came to Krevar is allowed to reach even a tenth of his potential, for millennia his is the name people will remember when they tell stories of these days.”
“He cannot be allowed to survive,” Kian said before he could temper his words.
“I agree,” Ellonlef said at once.
“You do?” Kian asked, startled.
She nodded. “I saw with my own eyes how Varis raised the dead that he himself surely must have killed in the first place. His act was no mere crime to be judged, but rather the manifestation of a cunning evil the likes of which the world has never seen.”
“Why would he kill so many just to raise them again?”
“I believe he did it to curry favor among the living, adding true believers in his power and benevolence to his cause. What he did ensured that the people of Krevar owed him their lives, and the lives of their friends and family. Before Varis came, if the people of Krevar had been asked, they would have considered Varis Kilvar a prince with little chance of ever sitting the Ivory Throne. He was a highborn and royalty, but of no true real importance in their lives. After they tasted the bitterness of so many deaths, and then witnessed him raising the dead, he became more than a man, more than just another arrogant Aradaner prince—he became the Life Giver, a being who deserves absolute fealty, even worship.”
Although such machinations did not follow his normal manner of thinking, Kian understood and accepted her point, yet he still had questions. “You said before that Varis feared me because I
may
have some measure of the power he does,” he said cautiously, not wanting to admit openly that he now agreed with her, not when he had no idea how to employ those powers. “Even if true, I cannot see why he would be bent on finding me, when everything in my nature would suggest that I would ride north and leave him to rule as he will. After all, I am a mercenary.”
“After securing an unbreakable allegiance with the people of Krevar,” Ellonlef said, “Varis was able to fold his lies into certain truths, thereby creating a new truth altogether. Ultimately, his intention is to become a king, if not an emperor. To do that, he must overthrow House Kilvar, and that means he has need of an army. While there is enough discontent in Aradan for a gifted man to harness and use to his own ends, there is still you with which to contend. You can be likened to a bastard son of a king who may one day rise up with a claim to a throne. Only, in this instance, yours is not a claim of ancestry, but an opposing power to possibly match his own. In short, with you alive and possibly as powerful as Varis, he would never rest easy knowing you lived and could one day oppose him. I believe the solution in Varis’s mind is to build you into an enemy, a foe as much to his followers as you are a foe to him.”
Kian had to admit, her words made sense. “Do you truly believe he is this shrewd?”
“Whatever else he is, Varis is a man of the king’s court,” Ellonlef said. “Such scheming is as natural to any highborn as breathing is to you or me. And, yes, he is quite skillful,” Ellonlef added uneasily. “With little prodding on his part, his followers all but begged for the opportunity to march on Ammathor. In less than the passing of one night, he raised not only the dead, but he also birthed an army.”
“After the lands first began to shake,” Kian said, trying to gather all the pieces of the puzzle into one orderly stack, “how long was it until Varis came to Krevar?”
“The third night.”
Kian’s mouth fell open. “There is no way a man on foot could have traveled so far so fast.”
“As I said, he is more than a man.”
“You keep saying that, but if he is not a man, then what is he?”
Ellonlef swallowed audibly. “Without a better explanation, all I can say is that he must be something like a god poured into the flesh of a man.”
Kian finished his date, but the sweetness had become bitter. “If so, then do you really believe I can stop him with this remnant of the power of creation inside me, if indeed it is in me?”
“I do not know,” Ellonlef said quietly, “but I have great hope in … in
you.”
Kian flushed, but when he opened his mouth to respond, he found no words.
As if trying to spare him further embarrassment, Ellonlef asked, “Do you intend to tell this story to the king?”
“Yes,” Kian said, relieved she had changed the topic. “I admit that I may be able to resist Varis’s power, but otherwise I am the same man I have ever been. I have no doubt that if a sword pierced my heart, I would fall. Perhaps it is the same with Varis. If he must die, I would rather his death come at the hands of his own blood. To do otherwise would surely result in Aradan tearing itself apart which, in the end, might be near as bad as letting Varis take the Ivory Throne. All Izutar needs is hordes of hungry, angry Aradaner refugees pouring over her border.”
“You could still do as you first planned,” Ellonlef said then, “and flee Aradan.”
“No,” Kian said, a part of him wishing it could be that easy. “My course is set. I may not hold any allegiance to House Kilvar or Aradan, but as you warned, Varis does not intend to rest after taking the Ivory Throne.”
Ellonlef shook her head. “I worry that King Simiis will not believe that his own blood is seeking to usurp the throne.”
“I have had the same thought,” Kian said. “But in this, our fate is in the hands of whichever gods remain. Besides, King Simiis will have no choice but to believe me, especially once Varis sets his army against Ammathor. Of course, I may be in chains by the time he comes to realize I did not lie about the treachery of his own blood.”
“And what if Varis succeeds in his goals? What if he takes the Ivory Throne for his own?”
“I’ll not waste a moment thinking that far ahead. Besides, if Varis wins out, I’ll likely not be alive—none of us will. Again, I will leave it in the hands of Pa’amadin, or whatever gods remain.” He abruptly stood. “I should get back to my watch, and you should get back to your blankets. Thank you for the fruit.” Before she could respond, he moved down the trail.




Chapter 26
 
 
   Despite Kian’s advice, Ellonlef stayed where she was, nibbling a date, watching his shadowed figure merge with the rest of the canyon’s darkness until he was lost from sight. She had never met any man quite like him, and she found him oddly compelling. There was no bluster to him, at least once she had realized that his commanding presence was simply an innate and necessary quality—he was a warrior, a wielder of steel and death. The coldness she had thought was in his heart after the incident with the dying Asra a’Shah, she concluded, was more a result of his role as a leader of a mercenary company. And now, having been in his presence for many days, she sensed in him a deep and often burdensome understanding of life and death that most people would never have or want.
Ellonlef bit into another date and winced at a bit of sand grinding between her teeth. She spat it out and stood, searching the night for a last glimpse of Kian.
On my life, I will protect you.
The words came to her, not for the first time, as if on a breeze. Could she truly trust his vow, and more, should she burden him with a vow obviously spoken in distress?
A scratching sound, followed by a fall of pebbles, froze her. In the direction of the ruins a man shouted, then another screamed. Ellonlef bared her dagger without thought, the collected dates held in her robes once again thumping to the sandy soil. Something rustled across the dry streambed, but she turned too late. A shape loomed out of the night, quickly closing the distance.
“Attackers!”
she cried.
The figure halted before her and fear twisted her insides. The shape was that of a man, but its eyes glimmered with the hue of faded silver. The figure advanced, pressing her back, seemingly taking delight in her fear. It had been Azuri and Hazad who had spoken of the
mahk’lar
at the beck and call of Lord Marshal Bresado, those with silver eyes.
I face a demon clad in the skin of a man,
she thought, mind racing. Kian’s companions had said their weapons were nearly useless against such creatures. At the same instant, she understood that Varis had not raised the dead of Krevar at all, but rather infused once human flesh with the spirits of demons.
Does he know that is what he has done?
She was certain he did not.
Without warning the
mahk’lar
darted at her, a blur of motion against the black backdrop of night. Ellonlef staggered, dagger raised. The ring of a sword slamming into her small blade was loud, and the blow rippled through her every muscle, but she kept hold of the weapon. She twisted to one side as the demon’s blade shrieked down the length of hers, and she narrowly missed having her arm hacked off. Wheeling, staying close to her assailant’s sword arm, she forced the creature to turn with her.
“The Life Giver wants you,” the figure said in a voice that rattled.
“Tell your
master,” Ellonlef snarled, denying the fear in her breast, “that Sisters of Najihar do not answer to the spawn of the Thousand Hells, nor do we easily give our lives.”
Choked, mocking laughter gurgled in the night. Faster than thought, the creature surged at her with a sidearm stroke, forcing her to leap back. Its steel flashed, missing her throat by a hair’s breadth. Before the demon could strike again she slashed wildly at the creature’s neck, and thought she saw a spark of bluish light where cold steel touched demonic flesh. In the heat of the moment, she instantly discounted it.
Despite the shallow cut, the demon tottered and fell to its knees, clutching at the wound, head bowed. Ellonlef’s arm rose and fell, driving the dagger deep into the base of what had been a man’s skull. When she wrenched the blade free, a freakish howl burst from the creature, and before her eyes the man-shape folded in on itself, oozing a substance darker than any shadow. It quickly dissipated, as if dragged away by a strong wind.
Then Ellonlef was running back to camp. She sought to grasp how her blade had so easily dispatched a
mahk’lar, but her thoughts were too frantic to concentrate on anything more than staying alive.
She had not gone far when she detected the sound of thudding feet coming up behind her. She spun into a crouch, preparing to disembowel her next enemy, be it demon or man. The footfalls stopped an instant later.
“Ellonlef!”
Kian called.
“Here,” she cried, relief flooding her veins.
Kian ran to her side. He did not speak, but grabbed her elbow and all but dragged her along until they came to a dilapidated building. He cast about, looking for a safer place, but there were none. He pulled her into its roofless interior, hiding them behind a collapsed wall. “Stay here,” he whispered. “Out of sight.”
“Your company is too diminished to lay aside even one sword.”
“You do not wield a sword,” he said, glancing at her dagger.
“Then I will take up the blade of the demon I just killed,” she retorted, trying to get past him. He shoved her back hard enough that she fell on her backside. “You great—”
Kian’s hand clapping over her lips cut off the flow of curses before they began. He stared straight into her eyes. “What
demon?” he demanded, then carefully drew back his hand.
“It was a man, but with the glowing eyes Azuri and Hazad described at El’hadar.”
His stare glittered darkly. After a moment, during which he seemed to be struggling over something, he again ordered her to stay put. Closer now, men were shouting, and the sounds of clashing steel echoed off the narrow canyon walls.
Ellonlef tried to stand, but he pressed her down. “I do not have time for this,” he said, exasperated. “Stay here and remain out of sight. I cannot divide my attention between your safety and fighting.”
She had to force herself to relax in a false show of acquiescence. He stared at her a moment more, as if trying to read her intent. Seemingly satisfied that he had cowed her, he stood and sprinted away.
Muttering oaths under her breath, Ellonlef waited and listened, torn in her heart whether to obey, or join the fight. No matter what Kian said, she did not need looking after, whereas she knew he needed an extra sword in this fight.
The Life Giver wants you,
she heard the demon say in her mind. Imagining more of those creatures lurking around decided her. She would not wait like a lamb tied for the butcher’s knife. She jumped up and hastened back to the thing sprawled in the sand. It looked like the discarded skin of a man gone to some foul and thick liquid. Of bones and flesh, there was no sign.
Looking away from the gruesome mess, she hunted until she found its sword. Her fingers closed over a clammy hilt, and she almost flung the weapon aside, her insides revolting at the nasty feel of the weapon. She could not afford to be squeamish, so she lifted the blade and whirled.
As she closed on the battle at a soft-footed trot the shouts and yells, and clangor of steel smashing against steel, grew into a chaotic din. Drawing nearer, she faced the immediate dilemma of choosing a target. In the pervasive darkness, enemy and companion all looked the same. As she searched, she sensed a presence. She twisted, bringing the sword to bear. A few paces off, a pair of silvery eyes regarded her. Not only did those eyes serve as a target, they separated friend from foe. With dagger held low in one hand, and sword held high in the other, she advanced, studying her enemy.
The shadowed figure had no apparent weapon, save its flesh. Ellonlef attacked without warning. With a practiced lunge, her dagger sank into its middle, and an instant later her sword whirled, striking off the demon’s upraised hand. Again, where her steel met flesh, there were brief, almost unseen burst of azure fire.
Where a man would have retreated, this creature laughed in her face. Unlike the other
mahk’lar, this one attacked before its shadowed spirit could fully disperse. With unnatural quickness, it caught her sword arm in its remaining hand. As Ellonlef struggled to push it away, the stench of corruption filled her nose. The demon swarmed over her, flesh and spirit intent on subduing her. As she fought, cold thick blood splashed across her face, gagging her. The stump of its wrist battered against the side of her head, making her hair fly. The next blow scattered a cascade of twinkling lights across her vision.
Desperate, Ellonlef lashed out with her dagger, stabbing and stabbing again. The demon broke off with a strangled hiss, backed away, its breathing labored. Seeing her chance, she aimed her sword at the creature’s neck in a brutal attack.
The blow never fell. Something heavy slammed into her, knocking her to the ground. She landed on her belly with a muffled cry, her dagger and sword spinning from her grasp. Deathly fingers curled around her neck and squeezed. Her eyes bulged as the pressure mounted. Ellonlef fought to cry a warning, but only a high, wheezing sound escaped her throat. As she wallowed about in the sand with the demon’s weight pressing her down, the already dark world began to fade before her eyes. She sunk her fingers into the
mahk’lar’s
arm and tried to heave it off. In response, the demon wrenched her head back until her neck popped, then slammed her face into the sandy ground, once and again. Somewhere Kian bellowed, oblivious to her plight. Her face struck the ground again, and all went utterly black.




Chapter 27
 
 
   Through a veil of cold fury, Kian saw the silvery eyes and knew them for the same kind that he had seen under the Black Keep, those of the
mahk’lar. These eyes, however, were set in the face of a man.
He parried a thrust and lunged, slamming his blade through the demon’s skull, creating a wild flaring of blue radiance where his steel hacked into unholy flesh. Shrieking, the
mahk’lar
fell away. Puffs of inky vapor far darker than the night’s shadows flooded from its wounds, and the figure slowly collapsed in a shapeless mess. Spinning around in a tight, guarded circle, Kian sought more foes, but there were none to be had. As fast as it had begun, the battle ended. One moment the demons were fighting, the next they had disengaged and vanished.
Kian shouted, “Light anything that will burn!”
Following his own command, he moved to the nearest banked cookfire and tossed a handful of tinder on the ruddy coals. A few puffs of breath set the dry wood and grass alight. From all directions, the Asra a’Shah closed in, the whites of their eyes wide and stark in the dark skin of their faces. Without question, there were fewer now than had rode into the valley.
“We need torches,” Ba’Sel said, his accent thicker than normal for the pain he must be feeling from a deep slash to his cheek.
Azuri strode out of the dark, filthy and spattered with blood, as if he had been dragged across the floor of a butcher’s shop. The blood, black and thick, was not his own. “This will work well enough.” He tossed a shredded white tabard into the dust at Kian’s feet. As Kian spread it out, revealing a silver fist floating on a field of black, Azuri added with disgust, “Men of House Racote attacked us.”
“They were not men,” Hazad said, hollow-eyed.
“Mahk’lar,” Kian hissed as if it were a curse. Then he remembered Ellonlef.
Without a word, he sprinted down the sandy path. Someone shouted after him, but he ignored them. When he got to the place where he had left Ellonlef, he found only an empty hut. He searched, thinking his eyes must have betrayed him, thought that she was probably balled up in a corner somewhere.
But that made no sense, not for a woman like her.
And then he knew what she had done.
He cursed under his breath to hide his growing alarm. Despite having a good idea of her actions after he had left her, he called out her name. Echoes of that cry were his only answer.
Hazad and Azuri trotted to the hut’s ragged doorway, each bearing a hastily made torch. Kian snatched Hazad’s away. “I’ll search to the north. You two head back toward the camp.”
“What are we looking for?” Hazad asked.
“Ellonlef,” Kian answered, even as he rushed away down the trail.
He ran with the torch held high, his heart pounding. He kept telling himself to slow down, get a better look at the disturbed ground, but he could not help but push forward at a near sprint. After a few hundred paces, he concluded that the only tracks in the sand were his own, and those left by creatures of the desert.
More desperate than ever, he turned and forced himself to walk back the way he had come. He halted when he reached the spot where she must have killed the first demon. All that remained was chainmail and a tabard resting amid a jellied pool of some reddish-black substance that roughly defined the shape of a man. One thing he noticed was that there was no sword—the same, presumably, that Ellonlef had spoken of retrieving.
Hazad’s frantic shout from the direction of camp sent Kian into a dead sprint. As he ran, he saw Ellonlef in his mind, saw her smile and her eyes.
On my life, I will protect you,
he had promised, and he had failed. He ran all the faster.
When he reached camp, he halted beside Azuri and Hazad, who were staring down at two objects on the ground. With torches held aloft, the flickering glow rippled along the edges of a sword and Ellonlef’s dagger. Black, congealing blood covered both. There was another pile of clothing and armor soaking in a grisly stew. The ground was much disturbed, and more splashes of the black blood were sprinkled everywhere. Kian swallowed. In one spot, the blood he saw was red, human, and surely Ellonlef’s.
Feeling trapped by the swift passage of time, Kian began giving orders. “Spread out. Search each side of the canyon. She must be wounded and insensible.”
For an hour or more, each moment of which hammered at Kian’s soul, the company scoured every tumbledown hut, delved into splits and hollows in the canyon walls, and wandered far in each direction. When all had gathered again, each man, bloodied and dusty and despondent, reported that they had found no trace of Sister Ellonlef.
“They must have taken her,” Kian said, voicing his greatest fear. He wrapped another swatch of cloth torn from the enemy’s tabard around the head of his torch. “Did anyone see tracks leading out of the valley?”
“They came from the east, and returned the same way,” Ba’Sel said, coming into the flickering torchlight at a trot, his untended wound making his face a gruesome mess.
“Are you sure?” Kian demanded. “We cannot afford to waste a moment more following a cold trail.”
“Between our own tracks—those we left when scouting the valley for Bashye, and those made during the battle—it is hard to say,” Ba’Sel admitted. “But the tracks coming from the west are ours alone, where those in the east are from both parties. If she was taken, her captors escaped that way.”
“To horse!” Kian ordered, dropping his torch and moving toward his horse.
Azuri and Hazad stirred, but the Asra a’Shah did not move an inch. Kian halted abruptly and searched their faces. All looked back impassively.
“We do not blame you,” Ba’Sel said slowly, “but my brothers and I have paid too much blood for this quest. If Prince Varis were still under our watch, honor would obligate us to stay. As it is, Prince Varis destroyed our pact to guard him when he tried to kill us in the Qaharadin Marshes. We continued on with you as long as we have only out of respect.” He bowed his head then, as if in shame, but his words were firm. “That respect remains, and should we find our way home, we will tell of your exploits and courage, and the name Kian Valara will be praised by our elders down through an age of men. But respect cannot compel us to continue this journey.”
Kian’s anger subsided under a wave of regret. He needed these men, now more than ever, if he was to find Ellonlef. “If it is gold you seek, I assure you that you will be compensated for helping me find Sister Ellonlef.”
Ba’Sel shook his head. “Gold will not breathe life back into our brothers. Even if it could, we would turn away. If what has happened in Aradan has happened in our homelands, the few of us left will need to help our people. Our numbers will not be enough, but we few are better than none at all.”
Desperation overcame Kian’s pride. “Can you, at the least, help us find the trail of those who took Sister Ellonlef?”
Ba’Sel thought about it for a moment, and nodded. “We will do that and no more.”
“Then let us begin.”




Chapter 28
 
 
    Thrice over since Ellonlef had been taken, night had given way to day, only to fall again. Tied into the saddle of a galloping horse, she swayed and bounced, barely in control of herself. Her cheeks and brow hurt from being slammed against the ground; her throat was raw from the fingers that had throttled her, and from too little water since then. None of those who had taken her, nor their mounts, seemed to need rest, food, or water. On and on, at a full gallop, she and her captors surged eastward, league after league.
By dawn of the first day after her capture, the land had risen to reveal a high, scrubby desert. All visible brush off either side of the road was dead and gray and brittle, a sight just odd enough to gain her notice, but she was too weary to contemplate it. Just before the last sunset, despite the heavy smoke, she had seen a jagged line of mountains rising on the eastern horizon, a sight that left her stunned. When riding across the Kaliayth, only the Ulkion Mountains lay in the east. And amongst them, high in the Pass of Trebuldar, sat Ammathor. Even in her debilitated state, she calculated the trip had taken a fraction as long as it should have. Whatever hope she’d had of Kian being able to find and liberate her from Varis’s followers, died in her heart. It would be many days before Kian and his men could travel so far.
Looking through bleary eyes at her captors, it was hard for her to accept them as demons, not when she knew them by name, rank, and allegiance to House Racote. There were three: Spear Leader Huruga, and Swordsmen Caulir and Naa’il. To the last, she had helped them or their families during her time in Krevar. Huruga, soon after she had arrived at the fortress, returned from a border skirmish with a Tureecian arrow buried in his back, and a sword slash to his scalp. Each wound had grown septic, leaving him with a killing fever. Despite Magus Uzzret’s conclusion that the man would die within a day, Ellonlef had brought him back from the brink. And, if not for her, Swordsman Naa’il would have died from a snakebite taken while patrolling the Qaharadin Marshes; Swordsman Caulir’s young wife had needed help delivering her first child, a boy.
Those men were dead now, though their bodies survived, given abominable life by the demonic spirits within each of them. And demons they were, of this she had no doubt. She had seen the dull, silvery glint of their eyes shining in the night.
When Varis had first raised the dead, and Otaker had gone to his lady wife, Ellonlef recalled thinking that Lady Danara, and all the rest who had been raised, seemed to be lacking their normal traits. She had named them
soulless. In that she had been wrong, for they had souls—not their own, but rather those of the Fallen, the first vile children of the Three. Now those monstrous spirits were loosed upon the world. But how many? Hundreds, thousands, and
more… .
She let her head loll back, hoping for a glimpse of the stars, but the pervasive smoke obliterated sight of anything. The worst had come to visit the world, she considered, and the age of men had fallen. The Madi’yin, with all their
swatarin-induced visions of apocalypse and marauding demons, had finally been proven right.
As the night fled by, Ellonlef slumped into a tortured sleep. At some point, a growing sense of panic jolted her awake. She knew without having been told where and to whom she was going. Prince Varis Kilvar, the Life Giver. What Varis wanted of her, however, she could not imagine, and that unknown caused her the greatest fear. With her trepidation growing, she remained awake.
In time, the eastern horizon took on a bloody cast, heralding the coming dawn. Ellonlef sat straighter in the saddle, and set bloodshot eyes on the road ahead. It was then that she noticed the dust in the air. Not the thick plumes churned up by the riders around her, but of that raised hours before and yet to dissipate in the still air.
As the day brightened, Ellonlef scanned the roadway for any indication of the size of the army her captors followed. Outside of Ammathor, she knew, Fortress Krevar maintained the largest force in the kingdom, a full seven spears of cavalry, fourteen hundred horsemen, and near three times that number in archers and foot soldiers. These latter she dismissed out of hand, for armed and armored men on foot could not hope to keep up with horses. More than that, without a slow-moving caravan of supply wagons, such numbers simply could not be supported by the desolate lands of the Kaliayth.
Soon after, with the smoke-obscured sun doing little to abate the previous night’s chill, Spear Leader Huruga made a series of hand gestures to his cohorts, then kicked his mount into a faster pace, quickly leaving them behind. Ellonlef’s eyes followed him, stunned that the warhorse could find such a burst of speed after galloping for several days and nights without end.
As her mount crested a hill and rode onto a wide plateau, a sight came to her that exceeded her worst fears. Her eyes, weary from lack of sleep and full of grit, crawled over the host before her. While she could not say how many warriors waited ahead, she knew it was more than seven spears. Many times more.
Thousands, she thought, sick with alarm. Only a very few were mounted.
How could they have run so far so fast—
With a sinking feeling in her bowels, she understood. Varis’s powers were greater and broader than she had imagined. Somehow, he had infused multitudes with impossible endurance, which explained how his raiders had brought her across half of the Kaliayth in but three days.
As her captors swerved out into the desert to come abreast of Varis’s army, the full, terrible scope of his power came into view. Many of the arrayed forces were indeed soldiers, but most were made up of common men, women, and even children. They had not camped, but simply halted and stood fast, faces coated in thick layers of dirt, their glazed eyes fixed on some point in front of their noses. They did not look around, they did not talk, nor eat or drink, they just stood still, fixated on some collective vision. To the last, the leagues of running had worn the shoes and boots and sandals off their feet. But, other than dirt, their feet showed no sign of injury from racing over roadways of sand and sharp stone.
Ellonlef’s horse abruptly slowed behind Swordsman Naa’il’s mount. He led her away from the army and toward a gathering of men some distance away. As they came closer, she noted Magus Uzzret’s skinny frame, but he ceased to exist in her mind when she caught sight of the pale, white-eyed man sitting astride a tall dark horse. Though the mounted man looked different, what with his full mane of pale hair pulled into a top-lock and his slightly fuller cheeks, she recognized him all the same. Prince Varis Kilvar, the Life Giver.
Her heart began pounding. When she had first seen Varis as he was now, Krevar had been in ruins and people were seemingly dying from a mysterious plague. His appearance had been more shocking then, but now she saw him through a veil of ruddy smoke and thin daylight, and she could not help but think he looked like a malevolent specter. His pale eyes seemed to glow as they took her in, ablaze with an inner light made all the brighter by the sickly red and brown hues of the smoky air hanging over a landscape of jutting stone spires. His mount seemed possessed of that same inner light, as its eyes glowed as well. Though it was an illusion born of dread and weariness, for a brief moment she had been sure smoke curled from the beast’s flaring nostrils. More astonishing, Varis held a sphere of flame in one hand. It flickered and danced over his palm. He paid it no more mind than he would have an apple, and showed no sign that the flames scorched his flesh.
Naa’il and Caulir reined in and dismounted. They were none too gentle unlashing Ellonlef and hauling her out of the saddle, then dragging her to Varis, where they threw her before his mount. Using her bound hands, she pushed herself up into a kneeling position.
The prince did not look at her, but rather gazed at the ball of fire in his palm. Then, abruptly, the flames winked out, and he looked to Uzzret.
“If you please, Magus Uzzret,” Varis said, his tone just short of mocking, “make sure the sister does not attempt to flee. I do not wish to waste more time chasing her, yet again, across the desert.” With that, he dismounted and gestured for her three captors to follow him a few paces away.
Ellonlef scanned the men around her. They were doubtless alive, but they looked like exquisitely formed waxen figures, unmoving, unblinking, as if waiting for someone to give them leave to think and act. Magus Uzzret, on the other hand, was fully in control of himself. He stomped up to her, glaring.
“You should not have sought to betray the Life Giver,” he spat at her, his vehement zeal making her lean away; his black eyes fairly shone with mad devotion. She had never cared overmuch for the man, but whatever scant decency had been in him was fled.
“You will suffer mightily for your crimes,” he snarled, and struck her with a bony hand.
Cheek flaming more in shame than from the force of the blow, she shifted out of reach, tasting blood on her tongue. No man, especially such a wretched excuse for one such as Uzzret, had ever raised a hand against her. If one had, she would have made him suffer for such presumption. Presently, however, she could do nothing to resist.
The magus was not done. He kicked her in the belly. When she doubled over, he struck her back and shoulders with his thin wooden staff. While each strike pained her, they also stoked the fires of her humiliation, and in turn those rising flames burned away her weariness and fear.
A ringing blow cracked against the side of her head. Before the staff could fall again, her bound hands flashed out, catching the wood against her palms with a loud, stinging smack. Magus Uzzret tugged at the staff, his leathery brown features twisted into a picture of shock and outrage. Still kneeling, Ellonlef wrenched the staff free of his grasp and hurled it aside.
“You filthy whore,” he snarled, downturned lips trembling in fury.
Ellonlef answered with a bitter laugh. “I’ve always pitied you, Uzzret … much as I pity all men who lay with boys and sheep to satisfy their lusts.” Resorting to such crude insults was not her way, but it did her heart good to see the outcome. Her grim pleasure was short-lived.
A string of curses and spittle flew from Uzzret’s tongue as he set upon her. He was old, but anger made him strong. Ellonlef warded off the attack as best she could, but when the crazed flurry proved too much, she ducked her head and leaned into him. Reaching out, she caught hold of his testicles through his robes and squeezed, hard. The magus howled in pain and fell atop her. Ellonlef did not release him. Instead, she wrenched at his genitals, as he battered her with flying fists and shrieked curses.
Abruptly, though no order was given, the watching demon-men stepped forward and forced her to let go. They dragged her off a little way and dropped her, as if she held no more interest for them than a bag of beans. A sobbing Uzzret crawled away, jittering in every limb like a crippled beetle.
Ellonlef felt the weight of a stare upon her, and turned to find Varis intently studying her with his corpse eyes.
“You must forgive Uzzret,” he said. “At times he is …
overzealous.”
Ellonlef raised her bound hands and wiped the blood from her split lips. “I cannot forgive a man who would have killed me, bound or not. As to his zeal, I say his devotion has become madness.”
Varis shrugged. “Fanaticism is, at times, useful. There will be others who share it, many more, and I will harness that power for myself to make the changes I desire. And, after I take the Ivory Throne, zealots such as Uzzret will ensure I rule a harmonious empire.”
Ellonlef shook her head in disgust. “You speak of men as though they are mindless devices.”
Varis stared at her, his empty gaze unreadable. “Men are tools to be used. Before I became more than a man, I myself was a tool of men and gods. I did not reject this notion, nor feel lessened by it. Rather, I embraced such service as a blessing. Admittedly, now I stand in the place of gods, I cannot say that I am displeased by the prospect of being the craftsman, instead of the utensil in the craftsman’s hands.”
“You are as mad as Uzzret,” Ellonlef snarled.
One moment Varis was placidly gazing down on her, the next he had squatted next to her and thrust his face against hers, forcing her to look away. She could not meet that horrid stare.
“I am the picture of sanity,” he grated. “It is you who are blinded by your narrow interpretation of existence. We must all serve a purpose to justify the drawing of each breath. If a man can offer no justification for living, then he should submit himself to death, in order that those with true usefulness might serve some benefit to all of existence.”
“And who decides that usefulness, or lack thereof?”
Varis smiled and sat back on his heels. “In this new age,
I
will. Be not troubled, Sister, for I have deemed that you have a very special and specific use.”
“I will never serve you,” Ellonlef said.
Varis abruptly stood up and moved away. “If you will not serve me of your own volition, then you will serve of mine.”
A strange sensation washed over Ellonlef as she watched Varis’s back. Here and now, he did not use a charlatan’s trick of raising his hands and closing his eyes, as he had in Krevar. He merely stood still, looking out into the smoke-hazed desert. Yet he was doing something, she could feel it, like a fast moving sickness surging through her limbs. Breathing became difficult, and a deepening weakness made her slump. When her heart began to flutter erratically, she folded in on herself. She felt herself growing weaker, dying, and her thoughts began to lose clarity. She felt as if she were drifting in fog, and in that moment, she saw Kian in her mind’s eye. Though she scarcely knew the man, she admitted to herself that she wanted to know him better. To do so, she had to survive. Using the last of her strength, she focused on him, seemingly drawing strength from his image, and using that strength to resist the oppressive weight of Varis’s power.
Suddenly, a clawlike hand clutched her shoulder, while another turned her face. Varis stared at her, rage and confusion warring on his monstrous face. “What are you doing?” he demanded in a harsh whisper.
“Kill me if you will,” she gasped, “but you will not fill me with the corrupted life of the Fallen.”
“What are you talking about?” Varis demanded.
Ellonlef gazed at him through drooping eyelids.
“Answer me!”
Ellonlef motioned weakly toward the blank-eyed soldiers ringing them about. “They are all of them demons … cloaked in the flesh of men.”
Varis swung his head. His followers did not flinch or look away, only stared at him with sickening, mindless devotion. “They are
men,” he hissed, “not demons. The Fallen are freed, yes, but these are men. They follow me because I have freed them from the horrors of
Geh’shinnom’atar!”
“Have you never looked into their gazes after nightfall?” she asked. “Have you not seen how their eyes shine, like dull silver?”
“I do not see as—” he cut off abruptly, as if he had nearly revealed something he would rather not. He shook his head in denial. “You are a liar.”
“I killed one of those you sent after me, and it was no man,” Ellonlef insisted.
“Still your tongue.”
A suspicion, something she had previously considered, filled her fogged mind. “You do not know, do you? Kill one of them and see for yourself what you have given
life
to.”
“Do not listen to her, Master,” Uzzret urged, limping close to Varis. “She is naught but a deceiver, unworthy to look upon you, let alone bandy words with you.”
“I have use of her,” Varis said slowly. “As you will gain support for me from your brothers, so too will she garner favor for me among her sisters.”
“But there are others of her ilk, Master. Those, I’m sure, will be more
pliable.”
“I have her, here and now. I will not waste the opportunity.”
“Master, please—”
“Stand away from me,” Varis snarled. He looked like a cornered beast.
When Uzzret did not move quickly enough, Varis shoved him away and moved to stand before one of the soldiers. Without a word, or any other indication of what he was about to do, Varis jerked the man’s sword from the scabbard and rammed the steel into his guts.
Ellonlef thought she might vomit at the sight of the impaled man’s wan smile, as he slowly sank to his knees. Varis stared, waiting expectantly for him to die. When he did, a sooty plume oozed from the wound and quickly dissipated. Then, as if the corruption of dead flesh had been held back since Varis had resurrected the man, skin sloughed off the rank meat beneath, and the corpse listed to one side and hit the sandy ground, bursting apart like an overripe melon. In moments, the remains had deteriorated into a pooling mess.
Varis staggered back, mouth hanging open. Ellonlef saw emotions crawl over his face, from fear to revulsion to bewilderment.
He believed his own lies,
she thought distractedly.
He thought he could raise the dead, and that their devotion was a sign of thankfulness.
Varis suddenly spun and caught hold of another soldier’s chin. “Who commands you?” he rasped.
The soldier’s eyes rolled slowly toward Varis. “You, Life Giver.”
Varis let go and nodded to himself, seemingly satisfied, then an unreadable look crept over his face. He glanced back at the soldier. “Is there any higher than me?”
“Yes.”
Varis’s jaw clenched, as if to keep back the question he had no choice but to ask.
“Who?”
“Peropis,” the soldier answered without hesitation, “the true and first daughter of the Three. At her command we have followed you, for she set you above us, in order for you to guide us to our destiny.”
“What does that mean?”
Varis shouted, his voice shrill.
The soldier smiled broadly, showing true, if disturbing, emotion. “What once died has been reawakened. It is the place of men to serve or die, as the old order becomes new again in these ancient lands. Peropis, our queen, will reign again, as once she did. Soon, we all will serve her anew, as in the beginning.”
“She lied to me,” Varis muttered, features working with shock. “All of it … lies.” Ellonlef had never seen a man learn, all at once, that everything he believed was a deception.
“She lied,” he said again, as if unaware of those around him. “All of her promises, from the beginning …
lies!”
Ellonlef watched, stunned, as Varis shivered with an immeasurable rage, then he began to
swell. Veins, like thick black worms, bulged under his pale skin. His eyes grew wider, rolling from side to side in their sockets. His fingers clenched and unclenched, even as he spread his feet in a wide stance.
Ellonlef cowered back, unsure what might happen, fervently wishing she were anywhere else. From the corner of her eye, she detected movement. Turning, she willed herself not to cry out. In the distance, Varis’s entire army was looking on him with unnerving, glassy stares. Below their empty expressions, she sensed a guarded contempt buried deep within each of them.
Varis sensed it as well.
Without warning, he threw his arms wide. As one, the army cried out and surged toward him. Unbelieving, Ellonlef saw something being drawn from the army into Varis. She closed her eyes, thinking she was suffering a delusion. Yet, when she opened them, she saw the same faint, ethereal luminescence flowing from the thousands to the one. Flesh seemed to melt away from the many, even as they ran at Varis, their voices raised in demonic howls. Ellonlef cried out as the flesh of men was shredded by the demonic figures hidden beneath.
Varis’s bulging shape was
glowing, and through rents in his skin, silver light streaked out. Varis opened his mouth as if to scream, but instead of words, fire shot forth to engulf his newfound enemies. Demonic flesh caught fire and burned bright. As the inferno raged, thousands of monstrous voices rose over the desert.
The
mahk’lar
closest to Varis were out of the deadly path of his fires, and they took the opportunity to leap at Varis. Before they could truly begin their attack, long dusty roots sprang from the sand, swarming over the bellowing demons, burrowing into their flesh. In the space of three heartbeats, what had looked like men became twisted knots of squeezing roots. From those tight weaves, black blood leaked and dribbled, and wisps of sooty vapor rose up. Varis scorched the bundles of roots, leaving only ash behind. Untouched, the essences of the demons coalesced into a seething black mass some distance away, then streaked from sight.
Instead of abating, Varis’s fury grew, and he unleashed it upon the world. The force of his inferno created great whirlwinds of sand and flame that rose up and up, coiling about each other until the sand became molten globs that rained back down upon the earth. Horses trumpeted in terror, and Varis blasted them as well. To the last, the demonic souls within the horses puffed out and vanished, fleeing into an unsuspecting world. Uzzret was running in the distance—and in the distance he died, a flaming candle in place of a man. He alone of Varis’s followers, was merely a man.
Ellonlef could not look upon Varis, so great was the light and heat pouring from him. And more, she feared that simply looking on him would destroy her. As he raged, Ellonlef got to her feet and ran. Keeping her balance over the uneven ground was difficult with her hands still bound, but desperation kept her upright. The tremendous luminosity and force of Varis’s being seemed to propel her along after her shadow.
A keening wind rushed in from the desert, culminating on Varis. Ellonlef bowed her head against the gale, trying to maintain her pace, but she was slowing. She passed small stones rolling and bouncing along back the way she had come, and she knew it was only a matter of time before whatever Varis was doing would drag her back, into the burgeoning vortex of his …
transformation.
She had to find shelter.
In the ever brightening light, Ellonlef cast about, eyes squinted against flying grit. A hundred paces off, the plateau’s sharp edge showed itself, and she headed that way. Every step became a struggle, but Ellonlef pushed on, fighting now to keep the very breath in her chest. What had looked like a single edge along the plateau became more like a giant’s staircase. Without hesitation, she leapt from the first and dropped a full ten feet before hitting a slope of smooth sandstone. In her terror she felt no pain, but the jarring landing rattled her bones, and sent her into a forward tumble off the next precipice.
Gasping for each breath, trying to hold back tears of absolute panic, Ellonlef knew she could go no farther. As the world around her grew brighter than ever, and the keening winds became a sound like a great waterfall, she found an overhang littered with sandstone slabs, and made for them, staggering along. Her last step ended in a headlong dive, and like a bug trying to get under a rock, she wriggled and squirmed and kicked until she had lodged herself deep within a crevice. All the world became blinding white, and she buried her face in the crook of her arm to find comforting darkness.
Ellonlef did not know how long she stayed that way, but guessed she must have fainted in fear or exhaustion, for when she opened her eyes and turned over, the world looked the same as it had before she made her escape. Yet, it was not the same. An unnerving still hung in the air, as if all that lived had been swept from the face of the world. She did not have long to think on this before she detected the sound of feet stealthily scraping over sandstone. It was Varis, Ellonlef knew, and he was coming.
Weary as she was from desperation and the aftermath of terror, she forced herself to sit up in the cramped niche. She found a sharp-edged stone and used it to saw through the bindings on her wrists. She had just cut through them, when Varis moved before her pathetic sanctuary and crouched down.
Ellonlef gasped at the changes that had fallen over him. No longer did he look like a walking corpse. Rather, his flesh shone as polished bronze, and his eyes shimmered like pearls. Ellonlef tried to scrabble backward, but there was nowhere to flee. While he appeared to be a living idol, his palpable menace oozed over her like a thick and poisonous oil.
He peered at her for what felt like an eternity before speaking. “I must thank you, Sister, for revealing to me Peropis’s treachery.” His was the resonant voice of a god, and Ellonlef fought against the awe in her breast. “Of course, I knew she had deceived me already, but I was ignorant of the extent of her lies. It took you to show me the truth. In return for your gift of knowledge, I intend to let you and Kian go your way. Of course, if I ever see either of you again, I will make your suffering so great that women will sing your names as a lament for a thousand ages of men.”
“Is it graciousness that compels you,” Ellonlef grated, striving against the inherent need to fall on her face before him, “or is it your fear that Kian will destroy you?”
Varis laughed. “He is but a man, Sister, flawed in the way of all mortal flesh. I am no longer a man, but a god—truly
a god, now. Whatever infinitesimal power he holds matters not anymore. I grant you, left to his own devices, he will
try
to kill me, if for no other reason than vengeance for annihilating his pathetic band of mercenaries. If you have any desire to see him live—and I sense that you do—you will convince him to abandon such foolishness. Make him heed my warning, Sister, and send him off to Izutar, or wherever else he may wish to flee.”
Despite his unreadable gaze, there was a shine of maliciousness when he added what could be no less than a challenge posed as a threat. “Tell Kian when he comes that if he obeys me, I will spare his wretched homelands until he has been long in the grave. That same vow holds for you and your Isle of Rida. Take my offer and, whether separate or together, you can live out the whole of your lives in peace. Refuse, and I will force you to watch the unspeakable ruination of all that you hold dear.” Speaking no more, he tossed a plump waterskin at her feet, and then departed.
An hour passed before Ellonlef dared to scoot to the edge of her shelter and look out. Varis was gone, but his words repeated in her mind. She tried to deny her complete loss of hope, but as she knew she must tell Kian of Varis’s vow, she also knew Kian would not let the prince’s obvious threat stand untested. In facing the challenge, he would surely perish.




Chapter 29
 
 
   A
hitch in his horse’s stride made Kian cringe. He hoped it was a stumble, but over several miles, the animal’s gait grew steadily worse, forcing him to halt on the low side of a broad plateau. The road, more a pair of ancient ruts than a true road, stretched far to the Ulkion Mountains, both under a blood-red sky that spit fine ash over the blasted landscape.
The scene looked as if it should be hot, like a Madi’yin’s vision of the Thousand Hells, but instead the air had grown ever colder for several days now. At dawn, a thin frost and new layer of ash had mingled together into a dirty blanket to cover sand, stone, and bush.
Kian dismissed the weather, and all else that had befallen the world. Instead, he focused on finding Ellonlef. Her fate gave him purpose, drove him farther and longer than his endurance had ever been tested.
Hazad and Azuri reined in, each man looking as weary as Kian felt. The extent of that weariness was illustrated by Azuri’s indifference to the grime coating every inch of him. Their spare horses, taken from the Bashye that had attacked Ellonlef, were filthy and flecked with ash and dirt, as well, but the sturdy desert mounts were holding up.
“I know what my eyes tell me,” Hazad said slowly, glancing at the wide swath of trampled ground on either side of the road, “but such an army, marching on foot, could not have traveled so far so quickly. Ba’Sel must have been mistaken about these tracks.”
“He made no mistake,” Kian muttered, eyeing something dark lying on the ground some distance from the road. “In all the world, there are no better trackers than the Asra a’Shah. If Ba’Sel said this is evidence of Varis’s army, then I believe him.”
Though futile, he wished Ba’Sel and the other Geldainians had remained with them. He did not know what he would find in Ammathor, but in uncertain times, having such deadly warriors as the Asra a’Shah about was desirable. In a way, he envied the Geldainian mercenaries for they, at the least, were making the attempt to get home.
Kian dismounted and struck off in the direction of the darkish lump. A part of him wanting nothing to do with what waited ahead, but he pressed on. Hazad and Azuri joined him. As he came closer, the reek of corruption seemed to reach out and clutch his throat. With the smell came the drone of flies. Unconsciously, the trio slowed their pace, but kept on until they stood over a tabard and chainmail covered with a gruesome mess. Azuri took up a stick and unfolded a darkly stained bit of cloth. Despite the boil of maggots and putrid wetness, the embroidered silver fist of House Racote was plain. “Do you still have doubts that we follow Varis?”
Hazad gulped a breath. “No … but this is
days
old,” he muttered.
Azuri made to toss the stick toward the road, but it never left his hand. “What is that?”
Kian followed the man’s stare and found that a wide swath of the desert had a charred look to it. Perplexed, he led his friends in that direction. The closer they came to the blackened area, the more their feet crunched over irregular beads of glass. They had seen similar glass around craters left behind by Ellonlef’s
Tears of Pa’amadin.
They halted while still far from the edge of the scorched area.
“He slaughtered them all,” a woman’s voice said.
As one, the trio spun, each brandishing their swords. Ellonlef, sheltering in the scant shade of a leafless bush, disheveled and tattered, gazed at them with eyes that looked as though they had not known sleep for days. Despite her ragged appearance, there was no denying the relief written across her ash-smudged face.
Kian sheathed his sword and rushed to her side, a relief like he had never known coming into his heart. In truth, what he felt upon seeing her safe was indescribable.
“Are you well?” he asked, helping her to her feet.
Ellonlef offered a weary nod in answer.
He hesitated a moment, then reached out and gently took her shoulders in his hands, turning her this way and that to get a better look. She was tired and filthy, but appeared to carry no wounds other than a fading bruise on her cheek. He wanted to ask her a thousand questions, but when she looked up into his eyes and gave him a tentative smile, her dark gaze glimmering with unshed tears, he kissed her instead. There was no thought on his part, he just did it, and she did not resist.
When Hazad cleared his throat, Kian reluctantly pulled away from her, wondering if he had lost his mind. By her expression of breathless startlement, Ellonlef might have been considering the same thing. Azuri looked between them with an arched eyebrow, but said nothing. Hazad, on the other hand, burst out laughing.
After a trio of scowls quieted the big man, he said, “Now that the reunion is out of the way, do you mind telling us what happened, Sister Ellonlef?”
Kian did his best to behave as nothing had happened between them. Ellonlef shot him a glance that promised they would speak of what had
undeniably
happened, but later. Then she took a precise step away from him, smoothed a shaky hand over her mussed hair, and began speaking about the demons that had brought her to Varis.
Kian tried to listen, but could only apply half of his wits to what Ellonlef was saying. The other half focused on how she had felt in his arms, the softness of her lips. Neither could he discount the elation he felt in knowing that she was safe at his side. Normally he was in firm control of himself, but what he felt for Ellonlef had caught him completely off his guard.
Silence drew his attention. “What is it?”
“You were not listening?” Ellonlef said in exasperation, but the gleam in her eyes told Kian she was pleased about something. His stern look only seemed to make her happier.
Shaking his head, he growled, “If I missed something, tell it again.”
“What it amounts to,” Hazad said with jovial sarcasm, “is that Varis has offered you a vow of peace.”
Kian arched a doubtful eyebrow. “His conditions?”
“If you flee to Izutar, he promises not to conquer our homeland until you have lived a long life and died. If you do not go, then he will destroy you, but only after he forces you to watch him annihilate Izutar. The same vow holds for Ellonlef.”
Kian snorted dismissively, though in the back of his mind rage was building, especially after hearing Varis intended harm for Ellonlef. “Sounds like the cowardly bluster of someone who knows he is already defeated. The only peace I intend to give him will be that of the tomb.”
“I do not think it is bluster,” Azuri said. “According to Ellonlef, Varis has grown more powerful by far than when we last saw him. I believe he intended that message to be a challenge, a slap in the face, as it were. My guess is that he cannot wait for you to come for him, so that he can kill you, proving he is the more powerful of the two of you.”
Kian squinted at the Ulkions, his visage outwardly calm. Inside, the smoldering rage had become an inferno. He recalled a similar feeling when he had first seen Varis step out of the temple. Then, however, that wrath had been tempered by a humiliating fear. Despite that the prince had slaughtered his men and had sent
mahk’lar
after him, he had forced himself not to consider exacting revenge. His answer had been to run. If not for coming upon Ellonlef fighting the Bashye, he would be in Izutar already, hiding amid the safety of far-off mountains covered in snow and ice and silent forests. He would be there, seemingly safe … though bereft of honor. It was a mistake he had
almost
made. He had seen once proud men who had turned their backs on what they knew in their hearts was the just course. Bitterness always masked the sorrow of their broken spirits, and he had no intention of becoming such a man.
Kian looked to Ellonlef, who was gazing at the waiting mountains in the east, and his anger receded. He could not hold fury in his heart with her so near. She was a beautiful woman, made all the more so because she seemed not to know it. He imagined her framed by snow-laden pine boughs of a winter wood… .
He abruptly shook the vision from his mind, but could not so easily erase the feelings for her from his heart. “We are a few days from Ammathor,” he said. “There is no point keeping the prince waiting.”
“Do not seek him out,” Ellonlef pleaded.
“As I recall,” he said, more fiercely then he intended, “it was you who set me after Varis in the first place. What happened to saving Aradan in order to save Izutar? You said yourself that Varis will not stop at taking the Ivory Throne.”
Ellonlef would not look him in the eye. “I have not changed my mind on any of those points, but he has given you a choice. You have a chance to live out your life in peace … as do I.”
Kian wanted to draw her near, offer the reassurance she seemed to need, but for now he could not. By the gods good and wise, he hoped to one day have that chance.
“It is too late for turning aside,” Kian said, matching her quiet tone.
“But Varis gave—”
“His
word?” Kian interrupted gently. “You cannot trust the word of a highborn at the best of times, let alone one who believes he is a
god.”
“He will kill you!”
Ellonlef blurted, her dark eyes now brimming with tears. “You did not see what he did to his army, how he destroyed ten thousand in moments. God or no, he holds the power of one!”
Kian clenched his teeth to avoid saying anything he would regret. As calmly as possible, he said, “The matter is settled. Varis has started a war that I will finish.”
“He will kill you,” Ellonlef said again, her voice flat.
Kian grinned wolfishly. “Thank you for your confidence, Sister, but if he could have, he would have done so already.”
Ellonlef cursed bitterly, then spun on her heel and stalked away.
“I do believe she is smitten,” Hazad knowingly.
“The question is,” Azuri said to Kian, “are you?”
Kian frowned at the question. “I barely know the woman.”
Azuri raised an eyebrow. “Is that supposed to be a denial?”
Kian exhaled loudly. “Enough with this nonsense. I have a fight ahead of me, but I do not command either of you to join me.”
“I will stand with you,” Hazad promised.
“As will I,” Azuri added, if with somewhat less enthusiasm. He had always been the wisest of them.




Chapter 30
 
 
   As he had after coming out of the Qaharadin, Varis scrutinized his features reflected back to him from the still surface of the water. Instead of a befouled puddle, now he looked into a sleeping crofter’s water trough. When he had first seen the effects of the Thousand Hells upon him, he had been horrified. In truth, that horror had never left … until now. What he saw looking back was the face of a god made flesh. That he had molded that flesh by his own will, only made his appearance all the more striking to his eye.
A pig grunted nearby, and he glanced around in the early morning light. Beyond the swine’s pen, goats peered at him with their strange eyes, chewing cud. A rooster crowed, as if urging the sun to rise faster, but the small house remained quiet and dark. The crofter would crawl out of bed shortly, so it was about time for Varis to depart for Ammathor. Instead of taking his leave, however, Varis looked back into the trough, captivated by his own beauty.
The blanched eyes were gone, replaced now by his formerly dark eyes, which once again saw the world in all its natural splendor. As well, his flesh had filled out and darkened to his natural coloring, if with something more, a faint and enticing glow.
That is but a fraction of what the Sister of Najihar saw,
he thought, recalling her awe. While it might have served him to remain a being of golden radiance, he had decided he would rather look merely human, at least for now. The shadow of the youth he had been was yet visible, but now his strong features were those of a man ten years older. His top-lock was now a blue-black cable of hair, thick as his wrist, and hung to his belt. He smiled at himself, realizing that he could have passed for his father’s brother, rather than the man’s youngest son.
Eager to begin his life as a supreme ruler, Varis easily hopped the split rail fence and strode toward the road leading into Ammathor, still some five leagues distant. He drew up the hood of his cloak to ward against the abnormally chill air. One day, he meant to ensure that he felt neither cold nor heat. For now, with that knowledge beyond him, he had no choice but to rely on clothing for protection from the elements. Like his image, he had made his present garb: a thick, buttery-soft tunic and leggings worn under dark brown woolen robes; a fine cloak; and sturdy leather boots that conformed to his feet as if they were a second skin. The one extravagance he had allowed himself was a belt of woven gold. All these elements, he had brought forth from nothing, knitting them by will and with the innate power of life. Such creative power staggered him, filled his mind with images and ideas. He was rapidly growing from a man into godhood, and yet he sensed he had far to go.
What wonders will I create in after another year?
The feat of making clothing and recreating himself, he admitted, would not have been possible if Ellonlef had not revealed Peropis’s betrayal—he now doubted that she had ever intended to hunt Kian as she had promised, though he did not understand why she had added that deception to the others. Still, learning just how deep Peropis’s treachery went, had built a consuming fury in him so bright and hot that he had forgotten all her warnings of drawing too much of life’s power inside himself. In an instant, he had absorbed the lives—rather the half-lives—of ten thousand souls.
That those souls had proven to be demonic, rather than human, made no difference, as far as he could tell. With so much life in him, something had changed, allowing him to hold the force of their lives inside him, rather than cast it all away. The whirlwind of flame and death had come from his mind, created from nothing more substantial than thought. In time, he would explore the full range of possibilities available to him. When he knew enough, he would bring war on Peropis and, he felt sure,
Geh’shinnom’atar
would quake at his coming. As for Kian, Varis could feel the man somewhere behind him, driven by a pride that would be the man’s death.
He had not quite reached the dirt road when he heard the rattle of a door’s bolt being thrown, then the squeak of old hinges.
“You there!”
the crofter shouted gruffly.
Varis thought about ignoring the man, but instead halted and turned. The bandy-legged crofter stood in the doorway brandishing a long cudgel. Years of long hard work had creased the man’s face and bowed his spine, but he still appeared strong. Varis silently stared at the gawping fool, and as he did so, he let his inner radiance shine forth, just a little. Even with the distance, that golden glow spread back along the way he had come, washing over the crofter’s stunned features. The man, cringing back, abruptly wailed in terror and threw himself prostrate in the dust.
Varis left him groveling, and made his way to the road that would take him up through the Pass of Trebuldar and to Edaer’s Wall, then into Ammathor. By nightfall, he would be King of Aradan.
As he made his plans for the coming day and the rest of his life, he closed on Edaer’s Wall. Though consideration of his coming glory was a pleasant distraction from his walk along the dusty road stretching out under a smoky sky, a league from the wall, his stride faltered. Thinking his eyes were playing tricks on him, Varis stared, grappling with the immensity of the destruction ahead.
The legendary wall had been built in the decades after the First King, Edaer Kilvar, stormed off the Kaliayth to wrest the throne from Emperor Suanahad’s eldest son. It spanned the entire Pass of Trebuldar, a full league between a pair of craggy peaks named the Two Brothers. Varis’s mind remembered the wall as an unbroken, manmade cliff of sandstone standing a hundred paces tall and half again as thick, sprouting a dozen massive barbican gates and hundreds of catapults. Those fortifications had broken and repelled many invading armies over a thousand years, with nary a scratch to show for the effort. Second only to the Ivory Throne, Edaer’s Wall had always been the ultimate symbol of Aradan’s power and glory.
Varis blinked away the memory and truly allowed himself to see what remained.
The greater part of the wall lay in a cluttered heap of shattered stone no more than a third its previous height. Only one barbican gate remained, and from its ramparts the banners of House Kilvar, the crossed golden sword and lance on a field of deep green, snapped in the brisk wind. From the open gate, which was a full twenty paces wide, a small trickle of people were leaving the city. Hundreds more waited to get in. Guards inspected carts, ox-drawn wagons, pannier-laden mules, and the people themselves. From his vantage, Varis guessed only one in ten were allowed to pass—those, apparently, with useable goods. Beyond the crumbled wall, smoke and dust hung heavy over the once shining city, obscuring any fine details of an otherwise bleak picture.
Varis turned his study on the folk who were departing the gate, and those turned away. None made their way down the road, but rather peeled off and crossed the boulder-studded slope of the pass, making for a chaotic tumble of rock at the wall’s southern edge. The rock-fall had not been there when he left Ammathor, and the scarred cliff face rising above it showed where a large portion of the mountain had collapsed. Thousands of people wandered aimlessly amid the massive stone slabs. Further scrutiny revealed countless gatherings of tents and canvas-covered wagons. Farther off, shepherds bearing spears and swords guarded livestock contained within large rope pens. With nowhere else to turn, Varis concluded, nearby villagers had come to Ammathor for protection. He could only imagine that a similar tableau waited on the eastern edge of the city. How many more would come from every corner of the kingdom?
Considering that, Varis looked back the way he had come. Normally, from the River Malistor onward, the road was packed year-round with wagons loaded with goods from all over the kingdom. As well, craftsmen by the thousand brought their wares to Ammathor, where they could fetch much higher prices than in villages and border fortresses. Now the road was empty, and the tracks he had seen in the powdery dust showed more sign of serpents and scorpions than of men. It appeared that the migration to the king’s city had dwindled off.
For the first time since leaving Ellonlef to deliver his message to Kian, Varis took stock of what he had unconsciously noticed on the road east, and quickly concluded that he had seen very little of men, even after crossing the River Malistor. The crofter and his small farm had been a rarity. There had been no Bashye, no merchant caravans, or any other travelers. Most commonly, villages and towns had been desolate, their sole inhabitants starving dogs and rolling tumbleweeds. At the time, he had paid little attention to the scenes of abandonment. in truth, he had allowed himself to become overly captivated with his growing power.
It took another hour to reach the wall, and from there Varis began searching for a suitable place to climb over. He did not want to make himself known until he sat the Ivory Throne, so he avoided all people, and stayed well clear of the gate. His efforts were not difficult, for people were obviously too concerned with themselves to worry about one lone man among the hundreds wandering about.
By the time Varis found a route that appeared relatively safe, the day had passed and yet another smoky, crimson dusk was approaching. Night had fallen by the time he had carefully picked his way over the treacherous remains of Edaer’s Wall and moved into the edge of the city, which had once been dominated by bustling warehouses, bazaars, and artisan shops.
Though he expected the worst, the scene that greeted him was far worse than anything he could have imagined. Not one building in sight remained unscathed, and many had fallen in on themselves. The plastered walls of those still standing were blackened and cracked from fires that had swept through the entire district. Mounted patrols roamed the debris-littered streets, but the soldiers paid scant attention to the few looters and scavengers hunting amid the carnage for anything of worth. What Varis noted above all else were the hollow eyes and sunken cheeks of everyone he saw, even the soldiers.
These people,
he thought,
are ripe for the plucking.
It would take little to turn them to his side.
As he pushed deeper into the city in an effort to reach the king’s palace, the extent of the destruction grew, as did the suffering. The sick and dying wandered aimlessly in search of food and anything they could use to build a fire to ward against the unnatural cold. The rotting dead were carelessly heaped in every alley. More than once he saw men, alone or in groups, catch solitary women and drag them amid the dead and shadows, indifferent to the reek of rotten flesh as they satisfied bestial lusts normally held in check by the king’s law. Children, quicker on their feet and more keenly alert to all the new dangers, ran in packs, like feral animals. One filthy group of urchins fell on a starving dog, bludgeoning it with sticks, and then ripping it apart with their bare hands to enjoy a hot, bloody meal.
At one time, Varis might have been repulsed by the detestable goings-on, but no longer. The city was literally starving to death, tearing itself apart in desperation. In all the faces he saw people pushed to the point that they would accept any authority over them, as long as that authority offered a reliable supply of bread, a warm place to sleep, and a modicum of safety. He could not have asked for a finer gift.
After much longer than it should have taken, what with the usual route often blocked by one obstacle or another, Varis spotted the looming walls ringing the king’s palace. Built originally for defense with granite hauled down from quarries carved into the Two Brothers, the towering curtain wall and blocky barbican gate looked forbidding rather than inviting, no matter that white plaster cloaked gray stone. Arrow slits cut vertical slashes in the thick walls, while covered wooden galleries stretched along the tops, hiding the presence of all but a few watching guards. Cracks showed here and there, but for the most part, the curtain wall seemed to have escaped the damage the rest of the city had suffered. Varis concluded that the rest of Ammathor might have suffered more at the hands of the citizenry, than from quakes and the burning stars that had fallen from the heavens. If so, then it proved to him that no army could ever wreak the level of havoc on a city as could a desperate citizenry. He tucked that thought away, saving it.
As he closed on the palace, the racket of thundering hooves drew Varis’s attention. A large man, followed by twenty lancers, charged out of the barbican gate. At the last instant, the leader reined in, shock evident on his face. As were all soldiers of the House Guard, the man Varis knew as Igindu was clad in a long, pleated green leather kilt, his chest protected by a breastplate of hammered bronze. From his shoulders hung a green and gold cloak. Igindu also wore the triple-knotted scarlet cord over one shoulder that denoted his rank as a master of spears. While the man was yet plump, hunger had whittled him down to half his former girth.
“Prince Sharaal?”
the man blurted uncertainly. “How have you come to be here,
alone?”
“Your eyes deceive you, Igindu,” Varis said to the man who had taught him the sword. Behind the soldier, the lancers were all staring like fools. “It is not the father who stands before you, but the youngest son.”
Igindu’s sagging features jiggled with uncertainty. “Prince …
Varis? Gods good and wise, you have grown into a man since you—” he cut off abruptly. “By the gods, where have you been? Your family has been mad with worry and grief. King Simiis sent out four legions to search for you across the desert, north toward Izutar, south to the border of Tureece, and east across the Golden Plain. Before this occurred—” he waved an arm around the city’s ruined state to express what he could not voice “—King Simiis was preparing to march on Tureece, thinking you had been captured.”
“The letter explaining my intended journey must have been misplaced,” Varis said with bland indifference. Before Igindu could respond to that blatant lie, Varis added, “You thought I was my father, so I must ask, if Prince Sharaal is not in the palace, where is he?”
Igindu’s eyes went hard with mistrust, just for a moment, then softened. “Soon after the Three were destroyed,” he said, all but choking on the words before rushing on, “King Simiis received word from Lord Marshal Otaker of Krevar that a formidable army was soon to march on Ammathor.”
“That is all?” Varis asked, keeping a keen watch on Igindu’s reactions. “Otaker gave no other description?”
Igindu spread his hands above the pommel of his saddle. “The king, all of us, could have hoped for more, but that was the extent of Otaker’s warning. We have heard nothing since, so it was feared that the army he warned of overran Krevar. That is reason King Simiis sent your father and mother into hiding, along with nine of Ammathor’s twelve legions, including the Crimson Scorpion Legion. Your grandfather feared that with Edaer’s Wall fallen, as well as Dawn’s Wall to the east, an army that could decimate Krevar could also pose a dire threat to Ammathor. He wanted to ensure that if such happened, your father would be able to assemble a counterstrike.”
Varis found no deception in the explanation. “What of my brothers?”
Igindu swallowed and looked away. “You Highness, your brothers perished while hunting in the mountains. I found them myself, amid a landslide. They… .” his voiced dwindled to a sigh, and in the end he shook his head in despair.
Varis hid his smile. Ever had he despised his brothers. To the last, they had fancied themselves future warrior kings. At best, they had been but warriors of silken sheets and fat pillows, given to making sport of bedding adventurous highborn ladies and their insipid daughters. And when not so engaged, they had idled away their miserable lives hunting the crags of the Two Brothers. He was only partly glad that their distractions had saved him the need to slay them himself.
“Rouse my grandfather and his councilors,” Varis abruptly commanded. “I have word of the advancing army.”
Igindu blinked, as if trying to understand why Varis had not said as much straight away. “You mean there
is
such an army? Where is it … who leads?”
Varis’s teeth ground together, glaring at the blubbering fool.”As you can see, I come alone, and without horse. My journey, of late, has been exhausting and fraught with peril. I will reveal all, once those who need to hear are assembled. I will await that assemblage in the Golden Hall.”
Without another word, he brushed by a blustering Igindu and entered the palace grounds.
Though the scale was less than the king’s city, the grandeur of the palace was nearly overwhelming, even to Varis, who had grown up in its shadow. Marble and alabaster had been used in all the stonework, from the simplest fountain to the highest domed spire. The pathways, wide as streets, were lighted by firemoss lamps and paved in pebbled quartz of rose, white, and amber. Flowers and shrubs of every hue and scent, brought from the far-flung corners of the world, grew in proliferation. Even now, with the city in a shambles beyond the curtain wall, the usual highborn took their ease, clad in bright clothing. As always, Varis thought they looked like a strange breed of peacocks set to wander as they would. Most were taking their ease around fountains, or lounging on benches. The difference now, he saw, was the concern etched on every face. Even on highborn, the cataclysms and subsequent uncertainties had taken a toll. Slaves, wearing only white tunics despite the cool air, scurried under the burden of golden platters filled with food, their copper slave anklets tinkling. Not a few played harp or flute, making delicate music for the cultured ears of their indifferent masters.
Varis’s hood shadowed his grin. By dawn, these highborn wastrels would bow and scrape for him. His inner pleasure had nothing to do with a sense of mercy for the slaves, or granting retribution for them. Rather, his harsh joy came at the idea of seeing Aradan’s nobility made impotent and brought to a place lower than any had ever conceived for themselves. He would show them the vanity of their plotting and maneuvering. He would laugh as they choked on tears of outrage and shock. And when his laughter died, so too would the most useless of them.
He made his way through the palace, his now dusty robes and concealing hood earned only looks of curiosity mingled with disgust. Most people did not seem to recognize him, and those who did obviously disbelieved their eyes. At any other time, in his current condition, Varis would have been halted and questioned, but the world had changed, and uncertainty had a way of freezing the hearts of men.
He made his way to a pair of guards outside a set of doors as wide and tall as any found on a stable. These doors, however, carried more wealth in jewels, gold, and ivory than a small kingdom had in its coffers. Beyond the entrance to the Golden Hall waited the Ivory Throne, the seat of Kilvar kings for a thousand years.
“You Highness,” one of the guards said with a low bow. “We received a runner telling of your safe return.”
Varis gave the barest nod of greeting, and waited while the other guard hastened to push open the golden doors. Heavy as they were, the doors swung easily on silent hinges. Scores of nobles and the realm’s highest ranking officers waited within. While it was somewhat surprising that so many had been summoned so quickly, it pleased him that they had. The more eyes that witnessed what was about to happen in this vaunted chamber, the beating heart of Aradan, the faster word would be spread of his accession.
He allowed himself a moment to study his prize. At the farthest point from the doors, a stepped pyramidal dais rose from a broad base to a narrow pinnacle, upon which sat the Ivory Throne. The great chair, presently vacant, waited massive and ornate. It was built of immense and intricately joined curving ivory tusks, every inch of their length swirled with silver and gold inlay, and studded with sapphires, opals, and diamonds. Legend claimed that a score of men had struggled to set the throne in place. Varis did not know if such was true, but he did know that if the doors to the golden hall could buy a small kingdom, the worth of the Ivory Throne could buy ten.
At the base of the dais, a double row of white-kilted advisors and ministers sat on cushioned stools, speaking excitedly amongst each other. Varis knew these appointed men were not traitorous to Aradan, but they were self-serving nearly to a traitorous degree. Thus far, no one within the Golden Hall had noticed the opening doors and the figure waiting to enter. The herald’s booming voice changed that.
“Prince Varis Kilvar, heir to the Ivory Throne of Aradan, Keeper of the Kaliayth in the West, and Holder of the Golden Plain in the East!”
All heads turned toward him, and a collective gasp went through the assemblage followed by low, uneasy muttering. Only the officers in the galleries above the floor of the hall responded with proper decorum, each drawing his sword, pressing hilt to heart, the tip pointed toward a vaulted ceiling covered with colorful mosaics.
At that moment, King Simiis strode into the Golden Hall through a doorway reserved for the king alone. The mutters cut off at once, and all knees bent and heads were bowed in reverence. Simiis, always a hard man, glanced toward his grandson with unreadable eyes black as onyx. Varis, unbowed, waited in silence as the king slowly stalked toward him over alternating tiles of blue and white marble.
Simiis, past sixty years, was still as straight and strong as a man thirty years his junior. Varis was of a height with the king, but Simiis was broader across the shoulders and deeper of chest. His top-lock hung thick and white as snow. Clad in a long crimson kilt slashed with white, he was the figure of unbending will and potency that had guided Aradan over two score years. His reign would end this night.
“Master of Spears Igindu informed me that you had word of an advancing army,” Simiis said without a word of greeting, his voice deep and rough. If not for Simiis’ unconditional love for his children, an adoration that had spoiled the get of his loins, Varis had no doubt that Aradan would still be the kingdom it had become soon after King Edaer Kilvar took up the scepter. Instead, the kingdom was debauched and perverse, a land overrun by human leeches, and treacherous highborn all too willing to present their flesh to the bloodsuckers in order to ensure they retained power and wealth.
When Simiis halted before Varis, the prince nodded. “The advancing army is me.”
The king scowled. “What—”
He never finished the question, for Varis slapped his palm against the king’s naked breast. From beneath the ends of his suddenly glowing fingers, filaments of black invaded the king’s dark skin and spread in an ever-widening web. Simiis’s eyes bulged in horror, and his teeth clamped down on his bottom lip. His jaw worked furiously, teeth gnawing a ragged gash into the tender flesh. Scarlet began to course over his square chin. Gathering all that remained of his strength, Simiis flung himself back with a strangled, disgusted cry, eyes swimming with fear. “W-what
are
you?”
Varis did not answer.
He raised his hands and slowly pushed back his hood, revealing eyes of burning pearl and a face the hue of burnished bronze. His inner light swelled until that radiance filled the Golden Hall. Highborn, lords marshal, and advisors all howled in fright at the sight of his visage. Some recognized that death had come into their midst, and as fright became unrestrained panic, they bolted for the doors, dragging and pummeling at their fellows in order to be the first to escape.
Before any could flee the throne room, Varis raised his arms, releasing gouts of liquid ice to splash over the doors and windows. In a blink, that unnatural ice crystallized into a foot-thick skin stronger than any iron ever forged. One councilor reached the king’s door, his hands sticking fast when they touched that frozen barrier. In moments, delicate feathers of hoarfrost had spread up his forearms to the elbows. Others slammed into him, burying him under a seething mass of fearful men and women. All screamed and howled their terror.
Varis looked to his grandfather and grinned in satisfaction. Simiis had backed a little way off, but now stood immobile, his dark features a sickly yellow pallor. Varis’s palm had seared a black print, from which rose tendrils of smoke. Pink wetness flowed down from that dread wound, leaving a string of inflamed welts.
“What are you!” Simiis shouted again.
Varis’s voice boomed through the Golden Hall. “I am the Destroyer of the Well of Creation and
Geh’shinnom’atar. I am the coming king, emperor of the coming dawn.
I am the god of men!”
He stepped forward and caught his grandfather’s face in his blazing hands. Infinitesimal black threads branched out under the king’s skin, burrowing like worms into his flesh and organs. Simiis’s screams became a single piercing note of agony. No matter how he struggled, he could not break free. The king’s cheeks sank inward, his once proud features contorted by a grotesque sneer.
Varis shoved the wilted figure away. Simiis staggered, weakly brushing his hands over his skin, as if to dislodge a stinging host of ants. By now, his howl had closed off to a rattling gurgle. He abandoned wiping at his skin and set his nails to work, clawing, digging, leaving furrows that steamed. Of a sudden, Simiis went still. His fingers rose to his throat, and his mouth yawned wide, loosing boiling clots of blood that gushed past his teeth and spattered on the marble tiles with a hiss.
His eyes, full of fear and uncertainty, rolled toward Varis. One of those orbs burst, then the other, leaving behind steaming sockets. Where corrupted blood had burst from his mouth before, now flames sprang forth. In three heartbeats, fire exploded from a dozen tears in his skin. In the span of time it took for him to pitch over and strike the marble tiles, King Simiis had been reduced to a husk of spent ash.
Varis gradually subdued the fires within himself and his radiance dimmed, until he again resembled a mortal man. The assemblage’s stark panic of moments before had been replaced by a soul-freezing distress so deep and terrible that a handful of the feeblest lay sprawled in death. Those who remained could not look at him, and shivered like stricken hounds. As if by some unspoken command, they pressed their foreheads to the floor, weeping vows of fealty.
Pleased, Varis made his way to the dais and climbed to its apex. He looked over the throne for a long, silent moment. By king’s law, no one save the king and the kingdom’s greatest craftsman could come this close to the Ivory Throne. Its beauty, even at arm’s length, was greater than he had expected, for many a wondrous thing lost its allure up close. With a reverence he felt through every inch of his body, he carefully turned and sat upon the sculpted seat. The Ivory Throne was his, and so too was Aradan.




Chapter 31
 
 
   Kian rode ahead of Hazad and Ellonlef, alert for any sign of Azuri. The mercenary had ridden away from them a half turn of the glass earlier in order to scout the road ahead. The desert was bereft of activity, but Kian refused to let his guard down.
Food, more than anything else, ranked highest on their priorities. All kept an eye out for anything edible, be it desert quail, adders and lizards, or plants, of which there were few enough upon the Kaliayth. Kian had been hungry many times in his life, but this was the first time he could recall that his belly had begun to sink in and his ribs, normally covered with lean flesh, had begun to show prominently. All of them, even their horses, had taken on a slightly gaunt look. Despite persistent hunger, Kian took comfort that Ammathor was not so far distant that he and his companions would starve to death in the desert.
They had ridden from their last camp before sunrise, and now dawn was painting the desert a dirty, bloody red. Indifferent to the unending smoke, a few waking birds called from thornbush and shrub, sage and juniper. The lightly dewed vegetation added a heady aroma to the pungent reek of the burning Qaharadin, now far to the west. Kian did not want to admit that he was getting used to the way the smoke filtered the light of day into an ugly red-brown, but that was a lie. The idea of a blue sky and a golden sun had become a fading, dreamlike memory.
His movements weary, Kian looked back over his small company. Hazad was already sneaking sips from his dwindling supply of
jagdah, while Ellonlef rode in stoic silence, just as she had the day before, and the day before that. His was a pitiful band, all the more because their hope of soon reaching Ammathor was a double-edged blade. Food and shelter might well await them, but there was also Varis and, quite possibly, their demise.
Facing forward at the sound of pounding hooves, Kian focused on a rider galloping toward them. He automatically reached for his sword, but the rider proved to be Azuri, who reined in, his tense expression suggesting that he had found danger.
“Did you find anything besides sand and goat droppings?” Hazad asked, easing his mount closer. Ellonlef did the same, her eyes over-bright with hunger.
Azuri nodded. “Men, just over the next rise.”
Kian’s eyes narrowed. “Bashye?”
“No. Pilgrims, following after a begging brother. They are camped right in the middle of the road.”
“Fools all, but harmless,” Kian said, relaxing.
Azuri did not look so sure. “These
pilgrims
are armed, and I judge that they are not new to the swords and bows they carry. They have the look of warriors.”
Kian again noted Azuri’s edginess, but this time he also noticed the man’s growing disinterest in keeping his skin and clothing clean and tidy. All of them were struggling under the strain of hard traveling across the desert, and their concern for what they would face in Ammathor only made matters worse. anything between was like salt in a wound.
“Even this close to Ammathor,” Kian reasoned, “Bashye pose a threat. I dare say it would be foolhardy for anyone, pilgrims included, to go about unarmed.”
“Perhaps,” Azuri answered doubtfully. “However, I suggest we string our bows and loosen our swords.”
“I agree,” Kian said, glancing at Ellonlef and wondering what to do with her, should trouble come.
“Do not worry about me,” she said, as if reading his mind, her eyes flinty.
Kian considered how she had faced the Bashye before, braving death with the abandon of a seasoned warrior, and nodded. Whether she would approve or no, he intended to remain close to her.
“Let us see what this Madi’yin and his followers are about,” Kian invited, and heeled his mount into a slow walk—there was no point rushing toward potential difficulties. Although the others did, for himself, he did not string his bow. For now, he reasoned that sword and dagger were enough. And if he had need of his bow, which he had skillfully repaired after a Bashye’s sword had cleaved it in two, then it was ready.
A mile farther on, they crested the hill Azuri had spoken of, but no pilgrims waited. On either side of the road, ruddy stone pillars, heaped boulders, and pale sand dunes marched off into the desert until they merged with the hazed north and south horizons. Of men, there was no sign. Nevertheless, Kian’s nerves tingled. For the first time in many days, he forgot about his growling belly, and found himself reassessing Azuri’s uncharacteristic disquiet. Unconsciously, he loosened his sword in its scabbard.
“A fair morning, brothers,” a man abruptly called, appearing from around a boulder resting at the edge of road. Squat and plump, his smallish head was bald, and he wore a forked, dusty black beard, the scraggly tips of which reached to the hempen belt of his grimy robes. A begging brother of the Madi’yin priesthood, no doubt.
Hazad answered, his gruff voice at once mocking and dangerous. “You call us brothers, yet I do not recall suckling at my mother’s teats with you by my side. That makes you either a liar … or a priest. Which is it?”
“All men are brothers—all the more when days darken and the world begins to pass away.” The man’s smile was broad, toothy, and utterly humorless.
“What errand finds you here,
alone?” Kian asked, cautiously searching for the man’s companions.
“Once, I was a high priest serving Attandaeus, the Watcher Who Judges. With the death of that false god, I found truth in the shadowed mountain halls of the Madi’yin. Brother Jabolk is my name, and my travels since the Awakening have taken me to every corner of Aradan. Now, I return to Ammathor from the Izutarian border. I bring revelations from the gods for the wretched souls yet sheltering in the king’s city.”
Listening with half an ear, Kian leaned over and spoke quietly to Azuri. “You are sure you saw pilgrims?”
Azuri nodded, his hard gaze never straying from the begging brother.
“Ambush?” Kian suggested. “Or are they hiding from us?”
“Let’s find out,” Azuri said, then spoke to the priest. “Where are your followers, brother?”
The Madi’yin cocked his head to the side as if perplexed. He held his arms apart, looking pointedly in either direction. “I’m sure I do not know what you mean. I’m quite alone.”
Azuri’s lips formed a retort, but Kian dropped a hand on his wrist, stilling him. There was the very real chance that this man’s followers had gone to ground in fear. If so, he did not want to pointlessly goad them into taking up arms.
“I hope for you many blessings,” Kian said amicably. “I regret that we must leave you to your pilgrimage.”
“Look about you,” the begging brother urged, his laughing tone brittle as rotten flagstone.
“The great cities are as decaying corpses. Even villages—those few that remain inhabited—brim with lusts of every kind, unmentionable perversions and murder. The highborn rail against the Ivory Throne, constant skirmishes between Aradan and Tureece spill innocent blood into the sands of the Kaliayth. Kelrens raid from the eastern seas, as never before. The kingless Bashye rage and slaughter, and so too stir the ice-born savages of the Whitehold, taking spoil where they will. Two of the Three false gods are dead and gone, and only the ghost of Hiphkos remains. The world has been afire long months, and continually shakes as will a dying beast. All are omens of doom, promises of worse yet to come, and you
do not have time? For the sake of your souls, turn from your wicked endeavors, and join me before it is too late.”
“Stand aside,” Hazad growled.
“Do you deny my divine message?” Jabolk asked flatly.
“You are a thrice-cursed fool,” Hazad snapped.
The silence of Kian and the others proclaimed where they stood.
“Your willful arrogance and mockery condemns you,” the priest said, diving behind the boulder at his side.
Kian flinched at the telltale hiss of an arrow slicing through air. Azuri grunted at a sharp thud, and stared down at the quivering shaft protruding from the center of his pommel. Without command Kian, Azuri, and Hazad bared their swords, while Ellonlef brought her bow to bear. Arrows began to fall from all directions, but the archers remained mostly hidden. Kian twitched away from the fiery pain of an arrowhead scoring his cheek, and all at once, his mind seemed to catch fire, burning away the lethargy born of his fatigue and hunger. He raised his blade with a murderous snarl, then slapped the flat of the sword against the rump of Ellonlef’s mount. The horse squealed in alarm and bolted back the way they had come, with Ellonlef holding on for dear life.
Satisfied that she would not be able to halt the horse until she was well away from danger, Kian kicked his mount into plunging leap. As always when the battle rage fell on him, his sword hilt felt hot and alive against his palm, wrapped leather melding with the creases of his fingers and palm until flesh and weapon became one.
In a spray of sand and pebbles, he reined the horse around the boulder hiding Jabolk. The bald priest popped his head up, eyes bulging with stark surprise. There was no question that he had believed Kian was dead already. The begging brother jumped up and ran into the open, robes flapping like the wings of vulture. Gone was his self-righteousness, the confidence in his cause; now he was but a man seeking to survive. Kian rode him down, keen sword parting Jabolk’s head from his neck with a ringing clang. The fool’s skull slapped into the dust and rolled under a thornbush. Kian took no further notice.
Dragging the reins, he wheeled toward the road. Ahead, a howling Hazad and grimly silent Azuri assailed attackers emerging from behind bush and stone. At the frightful slaughter the pair made, many of Jabolk’s new converts threw aside their weapons and ran.
The fire in Kian’s mind froze hard, and all became preternaturally clear. His horse trampled one man as if he were no more than a shrub. Another loosed an arrow that missed skewering him by a hair’s breadth. Kian furrowed his assailant’s skull with a single, crushing blow. More foes rose up. All fell. Steel rived life from flesh, and before one corpse found its resting place in the dirt, he was off after another enemy.
Another arrow narrowly missed Kian’s throat. He ducked low, putting heels to the horse’s flanks. His mount took him in a wide arc just out of range of the archers. Still riding hard, Kian slammed his sword into the scabbard. With his knees, he guided the horse back the way he had come, all the while drawing his bow from the wooden case hanging from the pommel. With the skill acquired over a lifetime of earning his way in treacherous lands and against ruthless enemies, Kian deftly strung the bow, drew a steel-headed arrow from the quiver, nocked it to the bowstring, and fired. The shaft whistled as it sped away, and his target turned at the last instant, the arrow ripping through an eye and bursting out the back of his skull.
Before the man fell, Kian had already shifted his aim, searching out other targets, riding and firing. He skewered enemies without hesitation. The wider battle rapidly became a slaughter, then a bloody rout. He had not asked for this fight, but he would finish it.
With the enemy facing decimation at the hands of but three men, confused panic set in.
Kian reined in, breathing easy. Far afield, a lone man fired a last arrow in his direction, then ran in a half-crouch, trying to use brush and boulders for shelter. Kian nocked another arrow, drew fletching to cheek, raised the bow high … and thought of Ellonlef. The assailant would have killed her, given the chance, just as he would have killed any of them. The days of easy mercy had become a memory.
“You should have stayed in your blankets this morning,
friend,” Kian whispered.
The string slipped off his fingertips, the arrow sped upward, then began its long descent. Eyes narrowed, Kian watched the running man, not the falling shaft. The arrow buried itself into the base of the fleeing man’s neck. His arms flew wide, his feet tangled, and he fell dead, falling to vanish amid a scatter of stones.
Kian turned at the sound of hooves and found Ellonlef cantering toward him, her features taut with indignation. Other than her irritation, she appeared unharmed. Despite himself, Kian felt a rush of relief, and he began laughing. Ellonlef reined in some distance off, her ire replaced by a mystified look. When he continued to laugh, giddy as a boy, her lips twitched toward a grin, then she shook her head and rode off toward Hazad and Azuri, who were searching the dead.
After a time, Hazad raised a large leather pack. “We have food!” he called in triumph.
Kian laughed again. It felt good to laugh, despite the grave danger they had been in just moments before. Mirth of any sort, he reasoned, with what was coming between him and Varis, would soon be in short supply. He tried not to think about that, as he again took up the lead toward Ammathor.
Of the begging brother and his followers, he thought no more.




Chapter 32
 
 
   The bridge crossed the Malistor, running wide, deep, and a sickly reddish brown that matched the sky for ugliness. All the world seemed the hue of dried blood. The constant veil of smoke, the dire aspect of the landscape, and the unnatural solitude of their surroundings left Kian deeply troubled.
The Kaliayth was always absent plentiful life, but this near Ammathor there should have been merchant trains moving to and from the king’s city, along with peddlers and crofters bringing their wares to the city’s bazaars. Neither did barges nor fat-bellied trade ships ply the river’s waters. Even with such hard times, there should have been
some
activity. Instead, it was as if the entire living world had perished.
Pushing aside his foreboding, Kian eyed the wide expanse of land known as the Pass of Trebuldar. The pass rose and narrowed toward the Two Brothers, twin mountains now seen only faintly through a hazy shroud. In all that gloomy redness, the few trees and scrub scattered amongst wind-worn boulders looked a startling, sickly green. He imagined Varis somewhere ahead, looking back at him with his goggling white eyes.
“Varis will expect us to come this way,” Kian said.
“Doubtless he will have sentries posted on every road leading into the city,” Azuri agreed.
Kian glanced at his companions for any suggestions.
Hazad shrugged, then took a sip from his depleted skin of
jagdah.
Ellonlef offered, “There is the trade road that passes through the fishing village of Teeko to the south, and leads into the Chalice.”
Kian shook his head. “Varis will have that road watched, like all the others.”
“Perhaps,” Ellonlef said, “but he cannot hope to put guards on all the smuggler trails that branch off the main road. Even if he has, their numbers will certainly be thin enough for us to sneak by—there are simply too many paths to watch with any effectiveness.”
Kian appraised her. “What would you, a Sister of Najihar, know of smuggler trails?”
“To know a kingdom’s strengths, you must also know that kingdom’s weaknesses,” Ellonlef countered. “If we chose to enter the Chalice in order to reach Ammathor, I also know someone who can help.”
“You sisters really are spies,” Hazad said in appreciation.
Ellonlef offered a tight smile.
“Very well,” Kian said, bowing in the saddle. “We put our care into your hands.”
Ellonlef nodded graciously, and led the party south along a rutted wagon track following sweeping river bends.
As the day lengthened, gusty winds out of the north and west picked up. Instead of warming, the day grew colder. The sun climbed, giving off a thin ruddy light, but offering no hope of warmth. Miles passed and the wind increased, sending streamers of grit rushing low over the ground with a steady hissing sound. In a bid to stave off the choking dust, everyone wrapped swatches of cloth torn from a tunic around their faces, leaving only their eyes visible.
Sometime around midday, a loud and erratic banging drew their attention to a sturdy mud brick home set far off the track. Kian surveyed the abandoned crofter’s home through squinted eyes, noting a shutter had come unbolted and was slapping against the wall. Much longer and the shutter would splinter, or the wind would rip it off its hinges. He thought nothing of it until they passed a second crofter’s house.
Here, the front door creaked open, then slammed shut, creaked, slammed. Kian reined in with a frown. It took a moment for him to realize the problem was not in what he saw, but rather what he did not. Like the last croft, this one had been abandoned some time gone. Summer-yellowed weeds grew in place of crops; the doors to low-roofed barns that normally sheltered goats and sheep, pigs and chickens, oxen and burros, stood empty. In distress, he imagined that people had sought each other out, congregating for safety and solace. Teeko, he considered, might well be a bustling town.
The trio rode on, fighting to remain on the wagon track in the face of a building sandstorm. The scant daylight weakened as the sun sank in the west, and every croft they passed was in worse condition than the first two.
When they came to another ancient stone bridge, they carefully crossed over. The shaking of the world had damaged the structure, though someone had spanned the gaps with timbers. On the eastern shore, Kian and the others trotted their mounts up and over a steep embankment cut by millennia of spring floods. Expecting a village lighted by lamps and candles, he instead found a scene of destruction that defied comprehension.
Teeko had originally been a smallish keep with four large towers at the cardinal points and high, crenulated walls of sandstone. Over the centuries, Teeko had become more of a village than an outpost, surrounded by a haphazard collection of shops, taverns, and brothels that catered to passing caravans and the crews of trade ships. Teeko’s keep had become an inn. As the village lay not far from Ammathor, the services they provided were not much needed, so even in the best of times, Teeko oozed an air of dilapidation.
No one would ever again worry over that.
Where the outpost had once stood now a gaping, water-filled hole remained, from which deep fissures radiated outward. What had survived being dragged down into the earth had been reduced to low piles of rubble, flattened as if an errant giant had stomped through the village. Unlike the abandoned crofts they had passed earlier, here there were people, but time, the arid climate, and carrion eaters had rendered the corpses into skeletons covered in patches of leathery hide and wind-tugged hair.
The increasing winds, colder than ever, dissuaded talking, so they continued, now following Aradan’s southern trade road, each lost in their own thoughts. For Kian, there were no words to express what he felt after seeing what had become of Teeko. To be sure, remorse for so many lost innocents distressed him, but more, he found himself wondering how many other towns and villages and cities had suffered the same fate. His heart told him that in the coming months those who were still alive would suffer far more than those who had died quickly. Winter, seemingly already crouching in wait, despite that it should be months off, would destroy crops waiting in vain for harvesters to collect them. With hunger would come sickness, perhaps even plagues. To be sure, there would be violence. If things were as bad as they seemed on the surface, it could well be that the following spring would see Aradan torn asunder by desperation—and by those who exploited such desperation.
The road climbed steadily, winding through weathered stone and pillars of red rock made all the darker by the setting sun. Of sentries or other watchers, they saw no sign. With the southern reaches of the Chalice still some ten leagues away, the absence of observers did not surprise Kian.
In the lee of a rock, he halted long enough to suggest that they ride until they could find a suitable place to shelter from the wind, and then camp for the night. No one refuted him, and they rode on, bowed in their saddles, tired and hungry.
As they crested a rise of land that overlooked the River Malistor and the Kaliayth beyond, Kian jerked his reins with a shocked curse. When the others glanced at him, he merely pointed west. Far off, a great curve of dark smoke was piling up, the winds pressing it east against the Ulkions. Before that roiling bulwark, all was as hazed and grim as ever, but behind that arc the sky was a startling indigo sprinkled with the evening’s first stars.
“Look!”
Hazad breathed.
All eyes gazed at the distant opening in the sky, uncertain what should concern the big man. After many long moments, Kian felt an inexplicable unease stealing over him.
“What madness is this?” Azuri said in a hollow voice.
Kian looked between his companions, missing something. “What do you see?”
“There is the Archer … and there the Turtle,” Hazad answered, pointing out the various constellations.
“By the gods good and wise,” Kian muttered, recognizing what was amiss.
Hazad twined his fingers through his braided beard and tugged hard, as if he meant to rip the hair out by the roots. “There, also, is the Bull … there the Maiden … the Four Sisters.”
Kian swallowed. After his short-lived excitement at seeing a sky free of the pestilent smoke, he felt like he choking down shattered pottery. “Those are
winter
stars,” he rasped.
Azuri cast about, eyes abnormally wild. “Have we somehow lost two seasons?”
Kina looked for the last hint of the setting sun’s fading glow, and saw that it lay far south, just as in winter. Still, even with two pieces of strong evidence to support Azuri’s outlandish query, he could not accept that he had lost half a year of his life. With little enough effort, he could account for nearly every day since leaving Ammathor at the beginning of spring. At worst, he might have lost track of a few days while struggling to escape the Qaharadin Marshes.
It was Ellonlef who dared answer the inexplicable question.
“Whatever forces destroyed Attandaeus and Memokk,” she said slowly, “perhaps also caused the world to shift its place in the heavens.”
It sounded like madness, something conjured from the mind of a
swatarin-addled Madi’yin, but neither of the three men countered her statement.
A skirling wind tore through the halted riders, bringing with it a deeper chill than any they had felt all day. If not for the fleeting appearance of steam puffing from the nostrils of the horses, Kian might have thought his mind was playing tricks on him. But no, it was getting
much
colder … by the moment.
“We need to set camp,” Kian said. “One with a proper fire.”
“A fire will give us away,” Azuri advised.
“Perhaps,” Kian said, “perhaps not. But if we do not find warmth, we will not survive the night.”
Hazad studied their surroundings. “If memory serves, the road takes an easterly turn around a cliff that runs a good league or more.”
“And that cliff is pocked with shallow caves,” Kian said, fighting to keep his teeth from chattering.
“We’ll need a cave,” Hazad said, “I smell snow on this wind.”
Kian and Azuri nodded in agreement, but Ellonlef contradicted them.
“You cannot be serious. It might snow on the highest peaks in Aradan, but that is all.”
The three northern-born men looked at her, and Kian said with a disarming grin, “We may not know much, we Izutarians, but we know when winter is coming, whether it should or not.”
Despite the inherent danger of riding with speed in darkness, Kian led them at a fast canter until the road turned. By the time they found suitable cave to accommodate them and their horses, a full hour had passed. Hunting for firewood proved to be a desperate, almost wild endeavor, but they soon had enough to last the night. To push back the dangerous cold, they built the fire large enough to heat the cave’s sandy floor.
Once the feeling came back to fingers and toes, the foursome tended to their weary horses, then spread their blankets on the ground. Hazad produced a parcel of smoked meat from the pack he had taken off one of the begging brother’s followers. Knowing the Chalice was near, all agreed that he should dole it all out, saving just enough to break their fast in the morning. They ate in silence as the wind grew more fearsome outside, filling the cave with mournful wails.
“I hope your friend has better fare than this,” Hazad grumbled to Ellonlef.
“As do I. Normally, I’m sure she would … but there is no telling what we will find in the Chalice.”
“Let alone in Ammathor,” Kian added quietly.
He envisioned Varis as he had come out of the temple, a living corpse that had thrown about fire and death as easily as another man threw stones. He had faced Varis and survived before, as well as battling the
mahk’lar, but he could not shake the feeling that things would be different this time. He did not fear what was coming, but neither was he eager to face it. As for the others, he silently vowed to do everything in his power to ensure that they did not follow him where they need not go. They would protest, without doubt, which meant he would need to deceive them in order to protect them. He had nothing specific in mind, so he had to keep his wits about him, his eyes sharp for the opportunity he needed.
For now, he took solace that he was warm, fed, and among good company. When he rolled gratefully into his blankets, he fell asleep thinking about the softness of Ellonlef’s lips, and the impossible depth of her eyes. His dreams, however, were of Varis, a creature whose impossible light cast all the world into shadow, and from his hands flowed death.




Chapter 33
 
 
   Dawn found the trio riding for Ammathor and, for the first time in what seemed an age, the sun shone from an azure sky. Bright and pleasing as it was, the sun provided no warmth. Sparkling frost covered everything. For himself, Kian was just glad the winds had died. They had not traveled an hour before Ellonlef halted beside a barely discernable trail leading up through a scatter of prickly brush and junipers, before vanishing over a ridge.
Kian eyed the path skeptically. “Smuggler trail?”
“One of many,” Ellonlef answered, pointing out a rock off to one side with a faint mark across its face. “These inscriptions point out secret paths into the Chalice.”
To Kian’s mind, the scratch could have been left behind by another rock striking it, or from a sharp hoof. Either way, even if he squinted his eyes just so, it looked like a natural defect, and not at all something put in place by a human hand.
He looked again at the steepness of the path, and said, “The horses will never make that climb.”
“Then we’ll go on foot,” she said.
Kian shook his head. “We will stay the road.” He had made the decision that he would not skulk into the Chalice, but go boldly.
“You behave as if you
want
to be caught!” Ellonlef shouted unexpectedly, startling everyone. She quickly composed herself, but still looked flustered.
Kian could not stifle a grin, but his tone was serious. “I appreciate your concern, but I will not sneak into Varis’s lair. The rest of you may go or stay, but in this, I will not command you to do anything against your best interests.”
“It is your life to waste,” Ellonlef replied stiffly, her eyes a little too bright, then heeled her mount into a fast walk up the trade road.
“She has a point,” Hazad said. “I don’t know that you wish to be caught, but you seem inclined to taunt the prince.”
“He is surely a king by now,” Kian said absently. “As to taunting Varis, well, I’m not above needling him by riding openly into the Chalice. He is a proud one, and my goading will lead to him making poor choices in anger.”
“A fool’s errand,” Azuri said.
Kian shook his head. “Varis knows I am coming. Hiding my arrival will delay nothing, nor will it protect me from his ire. If I do not miss my guess, even if we cross any soldiers, they will let us pass unmolested. Varis, I am sure, will not act until I come before the palace walls.”
“How can you be so sure?” Hazad asked.
“Again pride, open or hidden, rules the hearts of many men, especially highborn, whether they call themselves gods, or not. As Ellonlef said, Varis fears me—a nasty thorn to any man’s pride. He will wait for me to come to him because he wants to destroy
me, the only man who has survived his power. Doubtless, he wants to crush me in a way that removes all doubt of his supremacy, in his mind and mine.”
“And what of Ellonlef?” Azuri said.
“What of her?”
Azuri’s gray eyes were hard as ancient ice. “You cast aside all caution, without a care for her feelings … or your own.”
“I am doing what I am doing because I am burdened to be the only man who can,” Kian answered darkly. “What’s more, I go for her sake, as well as yours, Hazad’s, and everyone else who Varis would conquer. I
must
abandon her feelings. To carry them would be a distraction I cannot afford to have when I face Varis.” Such, Kian admitted only to himself, was easier said than done. It pained him greatly to anger or worry Ellonlef.
Hazad dribbled the last of his
jagdah
in his upturned mouth, swiped his lips with the back of his hand. “If Varis cuts your heart out, or burns you alive, can I have your sword?”
Kian scowled in consternation, then burst out laughing. Hazad joined in, his braying guffaws echoing in the rocky, mountainous terrain rising all around them. Even Azuri laughed aloud. Ellonlef, a hundred paces on, wheeled in her saddle at the outburst, staring as if the three Izutarian mercenaries had lost their minds.
Perhaps we have,
Kian thought when the hilarity passed, for even among Izutarians, laughing at death was ill-advised.
“Come,” Kian said, “the Chalice, at the least, awaits.”
As they rode by Ellonlef, Kian nodded to her as if nothing untoward had happened. Her lips thinned into a tight line, but she held her tongue—just, by the look of it.
Over the rest of the day talk was scant, and the air grew colder. The horses seemed restive, as if they sensed the end of their long journey, and the riders did not hold them back. Although he took no satisfaction in it, Kian’s estimation of Varis’s plan to let them come unmolested proved accurate. Not once over the last leg of the trek did they see a soldier of Aradan, nor anyone else, until the Chalice’s southern wall came into view, just as night was falling.
Only as they passed through the guarded gate did Kian notice anything that gave him pause. A beggar among the sea of desperate-looking people suddenly sat up straight, eyeing them with more than passing curiosity. A moment later, he lost the man amid the milling throngs. Unless he was wholly wrong, Varis would learn of his arrival within the hour. What would happen after that, Kian could not be sure. However, he was still certain Varis would wait for him. And after
that
… well, such was in the hands of the gods. For the time being, he concerned himself with the changes to the Chalice since last he had been there.
The Chalice was a place of warehouses and bawdyhouses, trulls and whoremongers. All great cities had their sordid districts, places where depravity was embraced, even encouraged. Nevertheless, a quick inspection of those huddled near the gate told Kian these people were not of the Chalice, but new arrivals. The weakest of these the Chalice would devour, and the strongest would forsake common decency and live, perhaps even thrive.
“Gods good and wise,” Azuri said, holding the back of his hand up to his nose. “This cesspit smells worse than I remember.”
Unperturbed by the reek, Hazad said, “I have never seen this many folk in the Chalice.”
“Doubtless people have come to hide behind whatever walls the king can offer,” Ellonlef said. “Better if they had stayed away.”
Kian agreed, offering strategic glares to any who came too close. He did not see covetousness in the many hollow stares focused on him and his companions, but rather a desperate hunger. He pitied them, but knew as well that such a hunger could prove deadly to him and his companions.
Before they had moved far into the Chalice, his hard looks began to lose their effectiveness. Eyes turned, mouths murmured, and hands stiff with cold reached, eager for anything to help them, freely given or not.
With no other choice, Kian used his boot to shove people back. As well, he loosened his sword, a visual incentive to warn off the starving horde around them. It worked for but a short time. More and more people were taking notice of the riders. Despite that Kian and the others looked as ragtag as anyone, they carried with them the unfortunate perception of wealth, for they rode horses laden with panniers.
Like a slow spreading fire, word passed from mouth to ear, telling that newcomers were amongst them, people who might be able to help. Farther back, the mutterings grew in volume, and the crowd started pushing forward. Demands quickly buried the pleas for aid. All at once the throngs surged, like an incoming tide, forcing those nearest Kian and the others even closer.
Feeling like a crumb of bread before a swarm of converging rats, Kian looked to Ellonlef. “We must go to your friend,
now,” he said in a tight voice.
Ellonlef scanned the mob with a nervous eye and nodded.
Kian could have wished for more men to guard her, but he had what he had. “Hazad, Azuri, fall in behind Ellonlef. Watch her flanks and your own backsides. I will lead.” He did not have to explain that they should draw their swords, nor what they should do with them, if the crowds became dangerous.
“And what should I do,” Ellonlef demanded, “cower and snivel?”
“Draw your dagger,” Kian said gruffly. In the face of possible danger, a familiar grimness was falling over Kian, the blood in his veins cooling. There would be no mercy shown, no quarter given, should they fall under attack. He could forgive these wretches for thinking he had something to give when he did not, but he would not be their living sacrifice. “If one of them gets past Azuri or Hazad, kill them,” Kian said flatly. “Now ride!”
With that shout Kian wrenched his sword free and brandished it overhead, kicking his mount into a plunging trot. The others closed in behind him. With the sudden movement of the horses, and facing bared steel, the crowd had no choice but to throw themselves out of the way. Most were too slow to react, and the horses battered them aside. Angry shouts went up, and in moments people were teeming about like a swarm of angry wasps.
Kian paid those behind no regard, but focused keenly on those ahead. The people who had moved away from the gates and deeper into the Chalice, he understood, had begun to think about survival over safety. Although given no real choice, these folk had made the decision to turn their faces from light to darkness, no matter the cost. He did not fault them, for he, Hazad, and Azuri had done the same long ago, when they were but outland urchins fighting and stealing to survive the unforgiving streets of Marso. While he did not begrudge them, he was unwilling to bow to them. By their choice or not, they had come into a den of wolves, and so must learn the way of wolves.
Trailing shouts rapidly overtook the riders and passed them by. Heads turned at the cries and the sound of hooves pounding over the dirt street. As if of one mind, men and women in ragged garb closed ranks. Some stood unarmed, others bore cudgels or the odd spear or sword. Kian did not balk. With a roar, he kicked his horse into a full gallop. Hazad and Azuri voiced their fury, and he knew they were with him. A quick look told him Ellonlef was still safe, her features resolute.
As he looked back around a spear thrust at Kian’s face, and he viciously hacked off the rusted tip. Another man tried to snatch his stirrup, and he slammed the flat of his blade against the attacker’s skull, dropping him like a stone. If he could avoid dealing death, he would.
As the horses picked up speed, those blocking the way began to reconsider; those who thought too long, Kian rode down. Erstwhile assailants flew in screaming tangles of arms and legs.
And then they were through, the shouting crowds falling behind. They continued at a gallop, making hard turns and wild charges down streets and alleys, until the Chalice and its people began to look like Kian remembered it.
He slowed at the crossing of two streets, gauged which way had the least amount of people, then turned in that direction. Here, the longtime denizens of the Chalice only gazed at them with mild interest. The foursome was marked, to be sure, but any danger would come from the shadows, not head-on.
Kian reined in before a tavern with a hanging shingle on the stoop displaying a large, frowning green eye. Around them, the Chalice looked much the same as it had the last time he had been here, when meeting Varis to discuss his journey. Better had he wandered into a winehouse and guzzled
jagdah
until he was blind, than to have sold the skill of his sword for highborn gold. Regardless, Varis would have found his way to the Qaharadin. And, too, Kian would never have met Ellonlef, now sitting astride her horse gasping, her eyes wide. Thankfully, she appeared uninjured. He looked away before she noticed his scrutiny.
From a dozen different doorways, the music of zither and cymbals played a dozen different tunes, all drifting out into the street, and birthing another song altogether. Disharmonious as it was, that song blended easily with drunken laughter and the banter of trulls and their prospective clients. It did not seem to Kian at all odd that life in the Chalice should be going along as it always had. In the Chalice, there was no time to care about the end of the world, for here, every day was the end of the world for someone.
“Gods!” Ellonlef blurted when she caught her breath. “I would never have believed good folk could turn brutish so quickly.”
Azuri, looking over his shoulder to ensure they had not been followed, said, “Do not judge them too harshly. They are hungry, terrified, uncertain. Some few of them learned hard lessons this night.”
“Such as?” Ellonlef asked, obviously more shaken by an attack from commonfolk than she had been after the Bashye had run her to ground. Kian envied her innocence in this aspect of the manner of men. He himself had seen too much butchery in his life to believe that a dark beast did not lurk in the hearts of every man, woman, and child. Most often that beast remained hidden, restrained by morality, but in times of great peril it crawled from its lair to do unspeakable atrocities.
“They found out that cunning and audacity often bests sheer strength,” Kian answered for Azuri.
Ellonlef gave him a quizzical look, as if trying to see into his mind. Kian returned her scrutiny with a bland expression. While he did not know exactly how
he
would use the tools of cunning and audacity against Varis, he wanted neither Ellonlef nor Hazad and Azuri to suspect he was planning anything that did not include them. Ellonlef’s lips parted, and he feared she was about to speak aloud the question he wished to remain hidden, but a clamor drew their attention.
“Touch me not, you reeking pile of dung!” Harsh laughter followed the insult, mingling easily with the rowdy music and general clamor of the Chalice.
A group of three lordlings gathered in a semicircle around a legless beggar propped against a wall. Vibrant linen robes hugged the men’s torsos and flared out below broad belts woven of gold or silver. In the fashion of the eastern kingdom, the lordlings disdained common Aradaner top-locks for side-locks, and wore waxed chin beards shaped into ebon daggers. After spewing oaths and spittle, the lordlings set upon the beggar, kicking and stomping until he was a bloodied mound. To the cheers of onlookers, they all urinated on the huddled man, brazenly stole his few copper
saarqs
from an overturned clay cup, then sauntered up the street, trading lewd jests with a pair of trulls leaning out of an upper window.
“Do something,” Ellonlef snapped, glaring between Kian and the others.
“No,” Kian said, pointing at the beggar. “Watch and learn how the Chalice takes care of its own.”
A double handful of leprous-looking men emerged like roaches from an nearby alley and gathered around their fallen compatriot. Only, he was not fallen—bloody and battered, yes, but not nearly as injured as he had behaved. Nor was he legless, as evidenced when he tossed aside his soiled blanket and got to his feet. Staring after his attackers, face puffed and bloodied, the man looked nothing like the cowering cripple they had set upon. His eyes burned with malevolence, as he motioned his fellows forward with a dagger half as long as his forearm. The music of the street seemed to grow louder, and nearby trulls squealed with an almost sinister glee that was missed by the strutting lordlings. Like brown, grimy shadows, the beggars closed on their prey. No one raised a warning cry, no one so much as blinked in alarm.
Such is life in the wolves’ den,
Kian thought, as the beggars pounced. In less than three heartbeats, the lordlings were dispatched, their blood spilling into a rank gutter. Moments later, the beggars had dragged the corpses into a dark alley to loot their victims, before casting them into the sewers.
Ellonlef stared in shock. “Does no one care?”
Kian shook his head, sorry for her distress. “Here, justice is done, if wearing a different, crueler face than what you might see in the court of a king.” Hazad and Azuri shot him an accusing look, but he ignored them. “In the Chalice,” Kian said, “men die each day with the sound of laughter in their ears. Such is it everywhere.”
“Where is your friend?” Azuri asked, attempting to distract Ellonlef.
She looked away from the scene of wanton murder, her eyes dry and hard. “We go to the Street of Witches.”




Chapter 34
 
 
   “You take us to a
witch?” Hazad gasped, drawing a few looks from passersby.
Not a season gone, Kian would have chided his friend for his irrational fear, but no longer, not since Varis’s actions had given truth to what most folk believed to be superstition and myth. Most witches were but charlatans, using gibberish words, herbs to cloud the mind, and potions to make breathtaking smokes in an effort to dupe desperate folk into handing over coin for some secret knowledge. While he believed that held
mostly
true, now he had to admit some witches might well have secret wisdom and ability.
“Hya is no witch,” Ellonlef said, “but she lives among them posing as a pyromancer. Though it is said she is quite skilled, she is in truth a Sister of Najihar.”
“Still, it is not safe,” Hazad countered. “Only fools have dealings with witches.”
For the first time since coming to the Chalice, Ellonlef grinned. “You need not fear women who grind herbs and gaze at leaves to scry the future. As for Hya, she is a gentle old woman who has secretly served the Ivory Throne for three score years. Come, I will guide you.”
Hazad did not look convinced, but he followed. Kian wondered if Ellonlef was as sure as she seemed, or was simply hoping for the best. Azuri, was always, seemed outwardly indifferent, although it was evident that he was keeping a sharp eye for troubles. Kian was glad of his friend’s diligence, for he sensed danger all around, felt it closing in, as if hunting.
Ellonlef led them on a zigzagging course through the Chalice. At every turn drunken laughter, music, and revelry filled the air. Nearly naked women danced or made love for coin, merchants of illicit goods sold to both poor and rich, and assassins laid plans over watered wine. Where shadows abounded music and laughter died, drunkards slumbered on middens and down alleys, and motherless urchins sought food of any sort, be it kitchen scraps or rats.
When at last they came to the dim street Ellonlef sought, they wandered up and down it twice, before she halted them with a raised hand. “It appears she has moved … or passed. She was old a decade gone.”
A flicker amid a pocket of deep shadows caught Kian’s eye. A robed woman sat on a stool a few paces away, looking directly at them with recognition in her stare. Without glancing away, she struck steel to flint. Sparks caught in the tinder below a mound of dried dung, setting it alight. A small, soot-streaked pot hung on a shaft above the rising flames. In the growing luminescence, Kian noted a collection of clay pots and small, dried animals laid out on a dirty swatch of pale cloth.
“Witch!”
Hazad warned, his eyes bulging.
Kian guessed she must be an inept hedge witch, to be sitting out on the frosty street instead of within one of the nearby hovels. If not quite beautiful, she was handsome. Her only flaw was a pink scar running diagonally over her neck to the spot where her ear should have been. Her eyes bored into him, poking and prying, and he realized the recognition he had seen was for him alone.
When it became obvious she would not speak first, Kian said, “We seek Hya. If you would, please direct us to her shop.”
She answered in a straining hiss. “And long years have I have sought the man who put the blade to my throat, yet still I have not found him. Why should your search be easier?”
“Hya is a pyromancer,” Kian persisted irritably. After this night, his patience was exhausted. “She keeps her shop on this street. If you know the woman and the way, point it out.”
The witch smiled with small white teeth, and her eyes glinted with knowing amusement. “I have seen you in my sleep, Izutarian, every night over this past season. You come to destroy the Life Giver, but that way is a road of pain and failure. A new age has been born … an age of unending night.”
Kian struggled to keep his face placid. “Who are you?”
The witch’s smile vanished as if it had never been. Without answering, she leaned over her now bubbling pot, and began muttering in some guttural tongue. Her hands crawled over the implements of her craft. She broke off a cluster of withered flowers and tossed it into the pot. Smoke billowed, spreading quickly. In moments, as if in testament to her unnatural power, a reeking fog shrouded the entire street.
Kian and the others leaned forward with a collective gasp.
Sweat now dotted the witch’s reddened cheeks and brow. Strands of silvery hair hung in listless ribbons from her skull. Her chants became a peculiar, one-sided conversation, as she rocked forward and back … back and forward. Something dark leaked from her flaring nostrils. Tears fell from eyes alive with the fire’s weak flames, eyes gone black through and through. Suddenly her utterings climbed to a wordless wail, and she arched her back and faced the heavens. Something writhed under her skin, then a vaporous darkness began oozing from her pores.
“Mahk’lar!”
Kian warned, drawing his sword.
Before anyone could react, the inky substance pouring from the witch’s skin coalesced into a vaguely human shape and flew at Kian. The specter knocked him from the saddle, left him wallowing in the street. By the time he clambered to his feet, the demonic apparition was gone.
As the demon’s for began to lift, Hazad and Azuri spun their horses in tight circles, searching the shadows. Ellonlef vaulted out of the saddle and ran to Kian, who was scrubbing his palms over his arms in disgust. It felt as though someone had sloshed a bucket of living eels over him. Ellonlef grasped his hands in hers, stilling his frantic motions. Her touch, no matter how ridiculous the notion, seemed to cleanse him. She pushed up his sleeves, but found nothing amiss. Then she looked into his eyes.
“I was wrong to urge you to come here,” she said quietly, urgently. “I beg you, leave. We must all of us leave. Ammathor, I now know, was lost even before Varis took into himself the power of the gods. And should you perish to preserve this wretched place, the world will grow darker all the sooner.”
Despite her forbidding words, Kian’s heart swelled. Azuri had suggested he might be smitten with Ellonlef, and he had avoided answering. In truth, no matter how unlikely it was, he loved this woman before him … but Varis was all he could afford to focus on. Not even a
mahk’lar
could shift him from his purpose.
“I cannot turn aside,” he said for her ears alone. “Whether you urged me to come or not, whether Aradan is more depraved than all other kingdoms or not, I must face Varis.”
Ellonlef dropped her gaze. “You are right … but I wish it were not so.”
“Let us find Hya,” Kian said, yearning in his heart that he could flee with Ellonlef and his friends, but knowing he could not.




Chapter 35
 
 
   The foursome again searched down the silent street and back up the other side, before Ellonlef finally spotted a familiar sign that she had previously missed. A little way down a dead-end alley, hanging from loops of frayed rope, was a sign of rough wood, upon which was painted a licking flame held in an open palm. While she had seen the sign before, its location was different.
Ellonlef bade Kian and the others to wait as she dismounted. She looked up down the street, seeking but finding no immediate danger. A cold if gentle breeze brought to her ears the sound of distant music and bursts of laughter. The Street of Witches might be asleep at this hour, but the rest of the Chalice never rested and, moreover, seemed indifferent to the devastation that had befallen the world. She could almost imagine that all she had seen was a terrible dream. Her steaming breath gave proof of that lie, as well as the queer stars overhead.
She cast a furtive glance at Kian, remembering his lips on hers, a warming recollection that seemed distant and dreamlike, and yet clear as if that kiss had just passed. Her face flushed at the memory, as it always did. She had not known how much she wanted to kiss him until he had acted first. And then she had not wanted him to stop, no matter that Hazad and Azuri had been watching intently. In truth, the future husband Mother Eulari had chosen for her, the comely fisherman Sadrin Corron, could have been present, and Ellonlef would have been untroubled. At that moment, the entire world could have ringed them about, and she would have been overjoyed that all knew the truth of her heart … a truth she had hidden from herself since the moment she saw him come out of the darkness to fend off the bloodthirsty Bashye.
And now, here you stand, at the stoop of the woman with knowledge that will surely lead the man you love to certain death.
Ellonlef had advocated that Kian face Varis, shamed him to it, in truth, which meant that if she lost him, then the blame fell to her. Yet, had he refused, then they never would have kissed in the first place, and the memory of him would have been only a fancy she seldom, if ever, considered. Had she let him go his way, she would have done her best to pass on the word of Varis’s intentions to any who would heed her, and then been away to Rida, where she would have lived out her life, for good or ill, with Sadrin Corron… .
Ellonlef abruptly pushed the thoughts away. She could go round and round the rest of her life, and never find a perfect balance between what could have been and what was. All that mattered was that Kian would face Varis, and she must do all she could to ensure that Kian survived that battle. If she failed in that—
Ellonlef swallowed, but could not dislodge the sudden knot in her chest. Forcing herself to focus on the task at hand, lest misery overwhelm her, she moved to the rickety door under the swaying sign.
Hya’s new shop had been built onto the back end of a charred mud-brick building that tickled her memory. After a moment she recalled that the burned-out building had served the old woman the first time Ellonlef had met her. Thinking on that past meeting, she hesitated before knocking.
Nearly ten years had passed since she came to Hya, a meeting ordered by Mother Eulari. The old woman had not welcomed Ellonlef as a Sister of Najihar, but rather as an irritation that needed to be addressed, if only to be rid of her all the sooner. Ellonlef and Hya had both known why Mother Eulari sent her: Sisters of Najihar did not remain in any one place longer than the customary ten years, yet Hya’s stay far exceeded that, and by her own admission she had no intention of ever leaving. Mother Eulari wanted to know the why of Hya’s resistance.
After cups of tea and inane pleasantries, Ellonlef had put the question to her. Hya’s answer was to smile darkly and declare, “I’m not leaving the Chalice. I am needed
here
far more than I am needed in either Rida or the rest of Aradan. I made that choice when your mother was yet on the teat, and Mother Eulari herself was no older than you are now. If Eulari does not like it, then she can command me to forsake our order, and I will—but here I will remain.”
In the end, Mother Eulari had granted Hya her wish, and as far as Ellonlef knew, the old woman was still serving the Najihar Order, if by her own rules.
After finding an area reasonably free of splinters, Ellonlef knocked on the door. When that drew no response, she pounded until she heard a steady grumbling from within. A bolt rattled and the door creaked open, revealing a milky eye shining in the pale yellow light of a firemoss lamp. That squinting orb glared for a moment above a wizened gray face, then flared wider.
“You,”
Hya said, her voice raspy with age. She opened the door farther, allowing the pungent scent of sulfur to assail Ellonlef’s nostrils. “Well, child, what do you want? Come to drag me off to some backwater kingdom, have you?”
“No,” Ellonlef answered. The last few years had bent Hya greatly, and whatever womanly shape she might retain was lost under layers of bulky brown robes.
“Well,” Hya grumped, “if you have come to beg scraps, I’ve none to give. Taken to eating rats, myself. Tasty, they are, with the right spices—though, of late, even salt is hard to come by.”
Ellonlef was not sure how to ask what needed asking, so she kept it simple. “Hya, my companions and I need your help.”
“Companions, you say … Sisters escaped from Rida, perhaps?”
Ellonlef shook her head. “Three Izutarians.” Then, registering what the old woman had said, added, “What do you mean,
escaped?”
Instead of answering, Hya pushed Ellonlef aside and leaned out the doorway. “Best hide those horses,” she advised, “lest some starving wretch hereabouts sees them. Braised horsemeat, is tastier than rats toasted on sticks, I assure you.”
“Hya,” Ellonlef urged, trying to ignore the cold fist clenched in her belly, “what happened that our sisters should flee Rida?”
Once more, Hya behaved as she had not heard the question, and shambled outside to motion to Kian and the others with her lamp. The trio dismounted and led their horses down the alley, curiosity and a measure of mistrust written plain on their northern faces. Hya shuffled deeper into the alley, her lamp swinging from its hemp handle. “It’s not a barn, but there’s room enough for your horses, and enough oats to feed them, a day or two.”
As Kian passed Ellonlef, he whispered, “Can we trust her?”
She wanted to reassure him, but in truth she simply did not know. Time and circumstances changed everyone. “I think, yes, but we should take no chances.”
Kian accepted this as he seemed to accept all threats, with a grim expression and searching eyes.
Hya stopped and held up her lamp before a slanting wooden door set in the wall. Eyes filmed or no, she knew what she wanted when she saw it. After passing over Azuri, pausing on Kian, her gaze lit on Hazad. “You there, open this door. Mind, the hinges are near rusted through, so don’t jerk it about.”
Hazad grinned at her, but Hya’s intense stare ended that. Hazad grasped the door’s large wooden handle and lifted until the lower edge came out of the dirt. Straining, he carefully backed up, pulling the door open as he went, the hinges screeching loud enough to make everyone cringe.
“That’s a good lad,” Hya said. She showed a handful of slanted yellow teeth a twisted grin. “Big and dumb and quick to obey—best qualities for any man,” she cackled.
Azuri burst out laughing, and only quieted when Hazad turned an ugly glare on him. At Hya’s gesture, Kian led two horses into the enclosure, followed by a still sniggering Azuri leading the other horses. While Hya held the lamp, the three Izutarians made quick work of unsaddling the mounts. Kian fetched the oats from a near-empty sack.
“Are you sure you would rather not keep this for yourself?” Kian asked.
Hya’s face knotted into a frightful collection of folds and wrinkles. “Never liked oats. Consistency’s too much like throw up. Now, come along,” she urged, turning and leading them into her shop.
Ellonlef followed close on the old woman’s heels through a doorway and into narrow aisle that ran from the back of the shop to the street beyond. On either wall, hundreds of small nooks and cubbyholes reached to the ceiling, filled with all manner of books, scrolls, vials, and substances folded into oiled parchment.
“You spoke of help,” Hya said, turning through yet another doorway that led into a larger, drafty room with boarded windows. The scent of soot and sulfur was strong. Ellonlef realized they were standing in what used to be the main shop. A brazier sat in one corner, but the room was barely warmer than it was outside. “My guess is that you are not interested in elements used to create fire?”
“Not yet, at least,” Kian said contemplatively.
Hya bobbed her head and hung the lamp from a peg on the wall, then moved about the room lighting candles, though not in any way Ellonlef had ever seen. First she sprinkled something from a small vial around the wicks, then spat on the substance. With a hissing crackle, dark purple flames shot up from each candle. After a moment, cheery yellow flames replaced the purple.
Hya noticed the curious looks, and held up a clear glass vial filled with dark red grains. Each crystalline speck caught the light, taking that light within itself, making it glow softly. “The Blood of Attandaeus, the Nectar of Judgment.”
Hazad’s eyes widened. “You are mad.”
Hya chortled and pinched his belly, causing him stumble backwards. “Mad, am I? Perhaps. But that changes not the name nor the potency of what is in this vial. When I could yet see clearly, and still had steady fingers, only I, a mere Sister of Najihar, among scores of pyromancers throughout Aradan and Tureece, dared labor on such a creation. And only I have succeeded in giving life to a substance that defies the properties of common fire. By blood or by water, by oil or by wine, all liquids set it alight. In quantity, it burns through flesh or iron, and nothing will smother the flames before the grains are spent.”
“Such as that could bring you great wealth,” Azuri observed.
“Indeed,” Hya said. “Yet, imagine if you will, an ambitious and cruel man gaining this knowledge and using it for war. There would be no stopping him. ‘Tis better the secret of its making dies with me, than to sell it and swim in gold tainted by the blood of innocents—or ashes, as it were.”
“What if there was a brutally ruthless man with even greater strengths at his disposal?” Ellonlef asked quietly. “A man with abilities born not of potions and powders … but of the powers of gods.”
Hya showed her few teeth in a slanting smile, and her misty eyes sharpened. “Then, Sister, I would seek out one such as myself.”
“And what advice would you offer?” Kian asked, seemingly concerned that the woman had guessed more than she was letting on. Ellonlef knew that Hya saw much, because they had both been trained to observe and deduce. Such was the reason she had brought them to Hya in the first place.
“I would suggest, Izutarian, that a man such as the one of which you speak should not be allowed to walk the face of the world. I would find those who could destroy such a man, and point them in the direction of those who could get the assassins close enough to make their attempt.”
“Would you aid these
assassins, even if that meant murdering a highborn?”
“Highborn,” Hya whispered, clucking her tongue. “I would … even if that highborn were a
king, I would.”
“Why?” Kian asked, his eyes narrowed. He was not the only one looking askance at Hya. Ellonlef could not believe Hya’s words were coincidence, which proved she had been right to seek her out. Also, she wondered what Varis had done that the woman had come to her conclusions so quickly.
“Evil is evil, and cannot be overlooked,” Hya said promptly. “Those who allow wickedness to exist are no less monstrous than those whom they choose not to face, whether their turning away is from cowardice or acceptance.”
Kian stared. Hya returned the stare, unblinking. Moving slowly, Hazad peeked through a cracked board to the street beyond. Azuri shifted to one side of the doorway letting into the room, and pressed his back against the wall. Ellonlef could not help but marvel at these seemingly casual movements of preparation. Hya saw them, too.
“You have nothing to fear from me,” she said, still gazing at Kian. “But there is one who should terrify you … perhaps he is one such highborn that needs to perish?”
“Varis,” Ellonlef said, wanting to get to the heart of the matter.
Hya nodded. “Our new king has only just begun to set up his rule, though rumors have reached even here—unbelievable tales that have spread like wildfire. And yet, some are already beginning to side with him.” She smiled darkly. “If half of what has been said about King Varis is true, then he is both evil and powerful. As well, he is cunning—a combination that cannot be allowed to exist.”
Kian seemed to relax. “What has he done?”
Instead of answering right away, Hya sat down with a gusty sigh in the room’s only padded chair. She waved for the others to sit where they would, which meant one listing stool, or on the dusty floor. Ellonlef was given the stool, but Kian and his companions remained standing.
“Please,” Ellonlef invited, “tell us all you can,”
Hya leaned back in her chair, making it groan. “Big man,” she said to Hazad, “fetch me a blanket from that pile in the corner.”
Hazad was moving before he thought to balk, and then it was too late. Scowling, he brought the blanket. Hya flashed her grin again, but this time kept her hands to herself. After she had swaddled herself, she shook her head in apparent disgust. “Never has a winter come so early to Ammathor, and never one so bitter. If such weather holds, or grows worse, by springtime the flanks of the Two Brothers will be covered with graves and snow—that is if anyone is left alive to dig graves.” She let those dire words sink in, then answered the question Ellonlef had forgotten she had asked.
“My sister, you should know that you and I, and those not on the Isle of Rida, are the last of our order.”
Ellonlef stared at her, too shocked to utter a word.
“A great burning rock,” Hya went on, indifferent to the sudden tears sliding from her eyes, “as large as a mountain, some say, struck just off the coast of Aradan. No one who actually witnessed its fall are left alive. Those who saw the burning mountain from afar, out to sea and inland, went to the spot, then spread the word. They say Rida is simply no more. The sea churns over shattered rock, and the waves are the color of blood.”
“No,” Ellonlef breathed, her own eyes welling. The order had never been large, but she had trained with dozens of girls, befriended most of them. They had spoken of future husbands, or coming adventures, of all they would see and do. She had spent nearly ten years apart from those girls and grown into a woman, the same as them, and had looked forward to returning to her island home to share tales of what they had done. The magnitude of what Hya told was too massive for her to fully grasp.
“Too many people have carried the tale for it to be false,” Hya said, her now tender voice at odds with her careworn features. “Merchants and refugees all say the same. What’s more, they say that from forty leagues south of Kingsport to the Sunset Cliffs of Tureece, the lands are shattered and burned, much like a clay pot dropped into a hearth fire. Where once there were few islands and coves off the mainland, now there are hundreds, mayhap thousands, and not a one fit to tread upon. They say great founts of fire light the night, and by day molten rock spreads across those broken lands. The very air, it is said, is deadly to breathe.”
Ellonlef felt a presence behind her, then strong fingers fell gently on her shoulder. She took Kian’s calloused hand in both of her own, wishing she could drag some of his strength into her, wishing she could fall into his powerful arms and hide her face against his chest. But that could not be, not yet, if ever.
Hya noted the touch, but gave no indication of what she thought.
“Tell us of Varis,” Ellonlef said, struggling to keep her voice steady. She wanted to hear anything, even if horrible, to mask the howling emptiness in her heart.
“To understand the boy-king’s success,” Hya said after drying her eyes, “you must appreciate the circumstances he has used to ensure his victory.”
“Very well,” Ellonlef said, though she could already imagine what those circumstances might be, after seeing how the rest of the kingdom had suffered.
“Since the reign of King Edaer, Ammathor has never been able to fully sustain herself. After the faces of the Three were destroyed, it was but days before merchants and crofters ceased bringing supplies and food to the city. Even before true hunger came, lawlessness and disorder sprang up. It was and is worse in Ammathor than in the Chalice, for the people of this district have always had to survive each new day, even during the best of times. Sleeping under moldy blankets and eating rats in the Chalice, after all, has never been all that unusual. Ammathor is another matter. When the food ran out, those of noble birth became desperate, and began calling for unspeakable acts of tyranny. King Simiis, though he has been a good sovereign, bowed to that
wickedness, albeit reluctantly.”
“What did the highborn do?” Kian asked.
“Wealth has always represented a bastardized power,” Hya said, “but not
true
power, that which is wielded by those who carve law into stone, and enforce edicts with iron and fire. The prosperous seek authority, mistakenly thinking it is a thing to be bought. The highborn make a farce of selling dribs and drabs of influence, and fill their coffers in the process. Then, in a moment and with but a word, they take back all they sold, and name the theft a levy. So they have done in Ammathor, using the opportunity of disaster to demonstrate that real power is more of birth and steel, than of gold. In less than a fortnight, the highborn set their soldiers to raiding and looting. First they went after the wealthiest merchants and guilds, then set upon everyone else. There was resistance, though it proved futile. After all, what does a merchant or a baker or a seamstress know of swords and blood?”
“And at the height of the trouble, Varis arrived,” Ellonlef said, thinking of the ploy he had used in Krevar. “Did he present himself as a redeemer?”
“A redeemer
and
a destroyer,” Hya said, with an expression that spoke of a curiosity to listen to the tale that had brought Ellonlef to the king’s city.
“What of King Simiis, his advisors, those soldiers who are loyal to him?” Ellonlef asked. She would tell all that had happened to bring her to Ammathor, but that was for later.
“As I hear it,” Hya said, “Varis arrived in the night, and ordered a gathering in the Golden Hall. There, he became a creature of light and power. He somehow
froze
the doors shut to the throne room, then declared that he was the destroyer of
Geh’shinnom’atar
and something he named the
Well of Creation. He proclaimed himself king, and emperor of the coming dawn. As well, he named himself the god of men. Then, at a mere touch, he murdered his grandfather. King Simiis died with his blood boiling and his skin black.”
“And no one resisted him?” Hazad blurted.
Hya shrugged. “Would you have, big man?” Before he could answer, she snorted. “I suppose you would have, and died for the effort. That aside, Varis now commands obedience through terror … but also with bread.”
“Bread?”
Azuri said in puzzlement.
Hya chuckled wryly. “Can you imagine a highborn lady nibbling rats cooked over a dung fire? Given the choice between rats or bread, cold or warmth, danger or protection, what do you suppose most people will choose?”
“Bread,” Azuri said, this time in understanding.
Hya bobbed her head. “For the promise of bread to fill their empty bellies, they gave up all freedoms. For a mere loaf a day, they willingly turned against those who would resist Varis’s tyranny, those whose actions and words might threaten their small comforts—even if those people were friends and family.”
“Has that truly happened?” Ellonlef asked, wrath slowly overcoming the sadness of her own losses.
“Too often to count, Sister,” Hya said grimly. “Our young king gives no quarter to troublemakers or to those he deems useless rabble. Each dawn finds the city quieter than the day before. I have it from those I trust that the complainers and the infirm, be they lowborn or high, are taken into the mountains and slaughtered, and their corpses dumped into ravines that feed the River Malistor. Some might argue that kings have always treated their rivals so, but in Varis I sense an insatiable hunger for power that can be nothing but evil.”
“He will not stop with Aradan,” Ellonlef said. “He has named himself a god, and a god rules the world, not a mere kingdom.”
Hya nodded slowly, then turned narrowed eyes on Kian. “Tell me something?”
“Ask,” Kian said.
“What secret do you hide?” She peered at him closely. “Perhaps I should say, what
secrets, for you have more than one. I can fairly smell them inside you.”
Kian looked momentarily troubled, but recovered quickly. “Varis stole the powers of creation, and in so doing, he loosed the
mahk’lar
upon the world, creatures of spirit that take and change the flesh of men for their own ends. As well, some of those abilities came into me. He has learned this, and intends to destroy me before I can kill him. If there is a secret, it is only that I alone can stand against him,” he finished, without a hint of bravado.
Ellonlef expected some amount of distress or disbelief, but Hya merely considered Kian’s words with a studied calm. After a time, she said, “The world is changed. There can be no denying it, and only time will tell what awaits us. That the
mahk’lar
are loosed from the Thousand Hells … well, that is troubling. I don’t expect you know how to put those demons back in
Geh’shinnom’atar, do you?”
Kian shook his head. “Varis is trouble enough, for now.”
“Can you help?” Ellonlef asked.
“Yes, but only if you can abide carrying inside yourself the cold heart of an assassin.”
“I can,” Kian said grimly.




Chapter 36
 
 
   Deception was not Kian’s gift, especially against his friends. They might understand that his nature would not allow him to wantonly kill a man from the shadows, but all would try to dissuade him from an open confrontation with Varis. Hya sensed something of his intentions, but as wise as she was, she had not yet put a finger on his secret—at least, she had not voiced any conclusions. So as they talked, he played the part of the conspirator as best he could, listened to Hya’s advice, and offered his own suggestions, as they planned the various elements of Varis’s assassination. But he knew it would never come to that. He would meet Varis as a man and an Izutarian, face to face, power of the gods against powers of the gods, and by the coming dawn the outcome of that meeting would be decided.
At some point Hya suggested they eat, and surprised all with loaves of bread and a wheel of cheese. “I’d treat you to roasted rats,” she said in all seriousness, “but a debt to me was recently paid in food. The bread will mold before I can eat it all, and I’ve never cared much for cheese.”
All were in agreement that the meal was fine, and the cold water they drank was sweeter than any wine. Kian told himself it was not his last meal, but could not be certain. He felt no apprehension for himself. He knew what he faced. Yet it was hard to watch a guffawing Hazad and listen to Azuri’s predictably sarcastic wit without feeling sorrow. They had stood at his side, and he theirs, for so many years that they had become more than brothers, they had become extensions of each other’s character. If he did not return, the loss would be devastating to them, much as if one of them fell and he was left alive.
Ellonlef was another matter entirely. She remained solemn throughout the meal, but he understood that hearing of the loss of her people weighed upon her soul. Still, he marveled at her strength. He was not certain he would have been able to hide his feelings half so well.
Kian waited until all were sleeping soundly, then arose, taking his blanket with him. The room’s firemoss lamp was covered with a threadbare bit of cloth, allowing a little of the lamp’s glow to light his way. He made the mistake of looking at Ellonlef, sleeping on a pallet of ratty blankets, with more pulled up under her chin, her dark hair spilling over her brow and cheek. He wanted to brush his fingers over her skin, feel her warmth, but could not. Neither could he tell her his intentions.
He turned and froze. Hya was looking straight at him. He did not know what to do, so he whispered the simple truth. “This fight is mine alone. If I fail, do not allow Hazad and Azuri to avenge me. Tell them it was my wish that they flee from Varis. It matters not where they go, as long as it is far away.” He hesitated a moment, then added, “Should I fail, tell Ellonlef that … that it pleased my heart to know her.” The words sounded ridiculous to his ears, and in no way expressed what he truly felt, but at the moment it was the best he could do.
“May the love of Pa’amadin light your path and bless your sword, Izutarian,” Hya said. “And may the Most High bring you swiftly back to us.” With that, she closed her eyes.
Kian crept from Hya’s shop. Outside, under dark skies filling with clouds, he quickly cut a hole in the center of the blanket and dropped it over his head, then girded the improvised cloak with a length of rope tied about his waist. Warm as he was likely to get, he began walking northeast, toward Ammathor and the king’s palace. He would have preferred to ride, but did not want to risk his companions coming awake from hearing him banging about in Hya’s makeshift stable.
A cold wind harried him from the Street of Witches and into the heart of the Chalice, which had grown unusually still, though it was far from empty or quiet. The night air carried the scent of snow, an aroma he had not forgotten, even after a lifetime spent away from his northern homelands. It was a scent he had never expected to find in these arid southlands.
Once treading upon a main thoroughfare, he turned due north. There were no firemoss streetlamps in the Chalice, as there were in Ammathor, but light poured from winehouses and brothels. Drunkards staggered by in unruly packs, singing bawdy songs to disinterested trulls. Filthy urchins scurried amongst the shadows, looking for something to steal or to eat. Like all such children, they had learned to avoid cutthroats and worse. Kian made no attempt at concealment. He was just another Izutarian mercenary among the thousands who earned coin in Aradan.
After an hour, the liveliest sections of the Chalice lay behind him, and Kian made his way into the outskirts of Ammathor. For the first time in the history of the city, it looked less appealing than the Chalice. The king’s city could have been a graveyard, what with its empty streets and blocked windows, its denizens either fled, perished, or gathered around seldom-used hearths to ward off the cold. He had expected to see soldiers by now, but every narrow lane, street, and alley lay empty, save for starving dogs nosing about gruesome stacks of the dead.
Moving toward the palace, which sat atop the highest point in the city, he still did not bother with caution. There was no point staying out of sight, not when his aim was to be found. Still, no matter how close he came, he saw not one soldier scouring the city for him. The only conclusion he could imagine was that Varis held absolutely no fear of him. That meant the youth was either a proud fool, or Varis truly had no reason to fear any adversary. Either option suited Kian’s plan, but the latter troubled his heart.
As Kian continued his march, the voices of his friends filled his mind, beginning as unintelligible whispers and rising to a grating chorus.
Varis has grown more powerful by far … He intended the message to be a challenge, a slap in the face … He wants you to come for him, so he can prove that he is the more powerful of the two of you.
Ellonlef’s voice rose above the rest.
He will kill you … You did not see what he did to his army, how he destroyed ten thousand in moments. God or not, he holds the power of one!
Kian halted in the shadows cast by a small palace, staring at his destination across a broad and cobbled road that encircled the king’s palace. In his mind’s eye, he saw Ellonlef’s gaze, so dark and warm … and slowly fading.
A chill wind gusted around him, pulling him out of his reverie. Castoff rubbish danced low over the ground, carrying with it the mingled odors of snow and despair.
You could turn aside,
a small voice suggested, deep within his mind.
Run. Run now, far away.
Despite himself, Kian listened.
Hazad and Azuri are your men, they are your brothers. They will stand with you, no matter your decision. Did they not say as much? Ellonlef, too, all but begged you to turn aside. Run, now! Get Hazad and Azuri and Ellonlef, and make a new life for yourself!
The words sowed seeds of doubt and promise in equal measure. Varis’s journey abroad was to have been Kian’s last task as a hired sword. He had longed for a hasty end to the mission, so that he might retire to Izutar and live out the rest of his days in peace and contentment. However, Varis’s secret ambitions had changed that. Already the new king had slaughtered many, and his actions doubtless would condemn tens of thousands more.
“I do not want to die,” Kian said under his breath, feeling like a boy again, lost and alone. “I want everything to be as it was.”
Another gust slammed into him, and fingers of ice seemed to claw over every inch of exposed skin. Such winds and worse were common in Izutar, the realm of his birth, lands he had not seen in over a score of years. Those winds, along with scratching out a life amid stone and ice, instilled strength and resilience into every Izutarian. As well, it gave them pride, for what other people could boast of surviving not just enemies, but also the unforgiving world itself? Such confidence had led his parents to send him away as a child, rather than see him in chains, knowing that if the ruthless life every Izutarian faced had not killed him in the crib, then he stood a fair chance of enduring anything the world put before him, even if alone and hungry.
“Even if I run,” Kian whispered, “I will never be free. Varis will send his hounds, be they men or demons from
Geh’shinnom’atar. He will hunt me and those I love, until we can run no more.”
The truth did not make him feel any better about his likely fate, but he knew, if for no other reason, he could not dishonor the memory of his family or his people by fleeing this duty set before him now. And if that duty earned him death, then so be it. Death, after all, was the ultimate fate of every man. Better to chose the path and face all upon it with a strong heart, rather than to cower and run and be taken unawares.
Resolved to his purpose, he flexed his sword hand while he studied the scene before him. Guardsmen at the main gate stood over a blazing firepot, stomping their feet against the cold, their fingers splayed above the flames. He would have expected to see archers walking atop the wall, their eyes scanning the darkened sprawl of Ammathor, but the wall stood empty. Likely, the cold had driven most of them into the corner turrets. Only if an alarm were sounded, would they bother coming out.
Like a wraith clad in beggar’s rags, Kian left the shadows and strolled across the road. The wind’s icy bite gnawed past his inadequate garb, sank past flesh to assail his bones. The flames of the guards’ firepot leaned far over in the rising wind, the tops sheared off in wisps of orange amid swirls of sparks. The guardsmen, more concerned with keeping warm than guarding the palace, had propped their spears against the wall at their backs. They had swords, but Kian suspected that even if they drew them, they would not use them unless he forced them to it. They did not see him coming, staring as they were into the flames and grumbling loud enough to mask any sound of Kian’s approach.
One of the guards finally glanced up when Kian halted and loudly cleared his throat.
“Halt!” the man called needlessly, drawing his companion’s attention. The guardsman was tall for an Aradaner, his face gaunt from recent hunger. His eyes were shot through with red, as if he had found additional warmth from a skin of wine.
“I am expected,” Kian said calmly, the blustery night air whisking away his steaming breath.
The other guardsman, silent and unmoving, peered at him. Unlike his companion, his dark eyes were clear, though he looked every bit as hungry. “You should not have come here, Izutarian,” he said, in no way hostile. They might have been two fellow travelers pausing to discuss the condition of the road. The calmness of the meeting proved that Varis had told them to expect Kian.
“I had little choice,” Kian answered.
The sober guard considered that. “I suppose not. What choice all of us had was taken away with the arrival of the new king.”
“Are you loyal to Varis?” Kian asked bluntly.
The guardsman showed his teeth in a bitter smile. “Much the same as I am loyal to all vipers that can kill a man with a single bite. As I said, our choices on many matters have grown slim.”
“Quiet, Vicr,” his companion hissed. “The king’s eyes and ears are everywhere!”
Vicr nodded toward his companion. “Na’eem, here, he fancies even the shadows are after him.” Though his tone was mocking, his darting gaze suggested he believed it as well.
Kian could have told them of the freed
mahk’lar
into the world of men, but he did not have time to spin that tale. Instead he said, “Dark days have fallen. Best to trust the likes of Na’eem’s fancies, just in case.”
Vicr shrugged. “Perhaps you are right, but there are not likely to be any watchers this night. Too damned cold. If there are, they are looking for you,” he finished, eyeing Kian.
“I saw few enough of the living in the city,” Kian said.
“Most have fled to the Chalice. And if not there, they have left Ammathor entirely.”
“As should you,” Kian responded.
“The king gives us bread and a warm bed,” Na’eem said. “And wine. The road, as we hear it, is beset by armies of brigands and Bashye.”
“When’s the last time you got bread or a bed?” Vicr snapped. “My belly has wanted for anything to eat for so long that I’m starting to think
you
might make a fine meal.”
Na’eem looked suspiciously at his companion, and took a subtle, careful step away.
Kian shook his head. “From here to the Qaharadin Marshes, the road is near as empty as the city, unless you count a few Madi’yin wandering about, and no more Bashye than normal.”
Vicr considered that, anger growing in his dark eyes. “So the
kingslayer,” he snarled derisively, “lied about that as well. No surprise, really.”
“You may perish,” Kian advised, “but were I you, I would leave Ammathor after you let me through the gates. Better to die fighting to live, than to be slaughtered when your usefulness ends.”
“You may have the right of it, Izutarian,” Vicr said with a considering expression.
Knowing that the conversation had more to do with avoiding his duty than offering advice, Kian said, “Whatever you decide is your decision to make, but I need to deal with your king.”
“You will die,” Vicr said, not unkindly.
Kian’s smile was broad but humorless. “So I have been told.”
“Better that you turn aside now, and make what peace you may in the world. Go away … and no one will hear it from us that you were ever here.”
“I can no more run than you can cease drawing breath.”
Vicr contemplated that. “So be it, Izutarian. Just do not forget we gave you this chance—not that it will matter, in the end.”




Chapter 37
 
 
   After the two outer guardsmen handed Kian off to a pair of their fellows within the palace gates, they led him without speaking along a path pebbled in quartz. Other guards were in attendance, but none spared him more than disinterested looks. By their gaunt features, hunger was the pressing concern.
Kian knew he had taken a grave risk openly coming to Varis, but one thing above all else convinced him that the new king would not bind or otherwise hinder him. Ellonlef had said more than once that Varis wanted to show that he was the more powerful of them. So far, Kian’s gamble had proven accurate.
While he had never stepped foot on the palace grounds, he had heard much of them—mostly that, at any time of day or night, highborn strutted about like perfumed peacocks, or took their ease around bubbling fountains, all the while waited on by slaves bearing delicacies and entertained by those playing soft music. Only the fountains remained, their light spray freezing in deep crystalline layers over the statuary, turning them from beautiful works into frosted grotesqueries. Of highborn, there was no sign. During normal times, he would have assumed they had taken shelter from the cold. Now he suspected that Varis had disposed of those who might think to usurp him, and the others had likely been sent back or fled to the their holdings.
Indoors, the palace was dismal and wintry. Under the glow of but a few firemoss lamps, Kian noted splendor on display in all directions, but it was not as magnificent as he had expected. Heavy dust coated items of gold and silver, onyx and ivory. Without question, a pall had settled over all the world since Varis stepped out of the doorway of that far-off temple.
A sudden turn took them out of the palace and onto a wide path paved in sandstone, which led to a pair of black obelisks covered with glyphs representing ancient gods, the faces of which were all upturned toward reliefs of the Three soaring above. Ahead, Kian knew from stories, waited the Path of Kings. The guards led him between the obelisks and the sandstone paving gave way to bone-white alabaster cobbles. High, black granite walls rose on either side, forcing the chill gusts into a steady wind that froze the sweat on his brow—sweat he had not known was there.
Elaborate sculptures of past Aradaner kings flanked the path, and though he was no Aradaner, he knew each: King Edaer, the First King, his marble face worn by centuries, rode a ferocious steed; King Thirod, who had delivered several crushing defeats to Tureecians throughout his short reign, held high a curved scimitar; King Uddhan had been a grossly fat sovereign, and was accurately depicted lounging on his side eating grapes, but also he had been a great builder of monuments to Aradan’s greatness. Though not all these rulers had been great men, or even competent, these three and a handful of others had proven worthy enough to be known in every kingdom that bordered Aradan.
After passing the last stone king, they came to another pair of obelisks, and the guards halted. “The king awaits you in the Garden of Dawn,” one guardsman said.
The other guardsman glanced at Kian’s sword. “Our orders are to let you keep your weapons, but trust that should you draw steel before the king, a score of arrows will pierce you in less than a heartbeat.”
So Varis does fear me, at least some,
Kian thought, taking what little satisfaction he could that Varis had posted unseen archers. He strode forward, leaving the two guardsmen.
Beyond the Path of Kings, the Garden of Dawn was alight with dozens of blazing firepots, whose brightness showed a sprawl of pebbled paths winding through fruit trees brought from as far away as Izutar and Jinan, sculpted shrubbery from Kelren, and overgrown arbors laden with grapevines brought a thousand years before from Kula-Tak, on the northern shores of Geldain. The unprecedented cold, however, was taking a toll on the greenery, leaving it wilted and darkening toward black. Pillowed sandstone benches sat around as-yet unfrozen ponds filled with brightly colored fish. Kian could only imagine what the place must look like during a bright summer day, when full of lounging highborn.
“I did not expect to see you so soon,” Varis said, coming around a bower laden with withered grapes. He halted near a firepot. Only his smirk was as Kian remembered. Neither the middling boy-prince he had watched stride into the temple in the Qaharadin, nor the abomination that had come out, remained. Varis could easily be taken for a man ten years older than he was. His black top-lock was long and oiled, and held in place with a ruby-crusted gold band. His ankle-length kilt was of the purest white trimmed in blue, the hem brushing the finest sandals a king could desire. On each upper arm he wore golden armlets fashioned after cobras with ruby eyes. If he noticed the chill air, he did not show it.
“You would not have seen me at all,” Kian answered tauntingly, “had you not fled before delivering the remainder of the gold owed me for my services, and that of my men.”
Varis’s smirk vanished. “I fled nothing, and certainly not
you, Izutarian.”
“Be that as is it may,” Kian said, the familiar ruthless chill settling into his heart, “I’ve come to collect my due.”
“Your due?”
Varis chuckled, striking without warning.
A wall of flame washed over Kian, knocking him flat. As he curled into a defensive ball, Ellonlef’s voice filled his mind anew.
Varis has grown more powerful by far!
And yet, the flames did not touch Kian. Through squinted eyes, he saw and heard the roaring of unnatural fires, a swirling mass of gold and azure, raging all around him. No heat touched his skin, his clothing, nor even the alabaster cobbles he lay upon.
If only I knew how to wield the power inside me!
But he had no control. Something in him resisted Varis’s attack, but did so of its own accord, not of his will. Which left but one option, a means with which he was far more familiar.
Kian rolled to his feet and drew his sword. No arrows fell, but then he was all but invisible within a cocoon of flame. Varis was just a wavery blur before him, a creature of pearlescent eyes and skin glowing like burnished bronze. Indistinct or no, it was enough.
Kian pushed forward, as if driving against a strong wind. One step, then another. The closer he came to Varis, the stronger the force of the roaring flames pushed back against him. Around his feet, white stone began to blister and blacken, then melt like wax.
When he stood within an arm’s length of his foe, Kian was able to see the uncertainty on Varis’s godlike face. Kian bared his teeth in a wolfish grin. He could almost taste the fear coming off Varis. With a shout, Kian lashed out with his sword. At the last possible instant, Varis lurched backward, lost his footing, and fell to his backside. The fires died with a blustery, swirling gust, leaving Kian standing unhindered over the king. And still no arrows fell, no guardsmen showed themselves, suggesting that Varis’s followers might not be so loyal after all.
“You’ve goaded the wrong man,” Kian said coldly, the tip of his sword pricking the hollow of Varis’s neck, producing a tiny droplet of ebon blood. This was what Kian had hoped for, that although Varis could wield the power of gods, his flesh was as weak as any man’s. And because of that weakness—the same that rested within Kian’s own flesh—he would be able to destroy Varis.
Kian tensed to thrust the sword through the new king’s neck … but hesitated. In that moment, Varis again had the aspect of a youth, a boy afraid for his life, wretched in his weakness. In the icy vault of Kian’s mind, he remembered Varis slaughtering the Asra a’Shah outside the temple, and all the dead in Krevar, those Varis had destroyed and turned into demons, and all the piled corpses in Aradan—men and women and children that a good king would have aided.
“This night,
you
die,” Kian growled, burying any sense of pity he held in his heart.
Varis’s fear dissolved into a merciless grin. “Truly?”
Varis bellowed something, even as Kian fell into a crouch. A soldier was coming at him with a spear held low. As Kian twisted to meet this new enemy, he heard a whooshing sound. He barely registered the attack before the butt of a spear, wielded by an unseen attacker, slammed into the base of his neck. A flash of lightning seemed to crawl across his vision before a wall of solid darkness fell over him. His cheek met the scorched cobbles, but he felt no heat. He blinked, trying to clear his vision, and shoved his hands under his chest, fighting to regain his feet. All the world was dark and ringing. Muted voices seemed to come from afar. Kian instinctively knew the situation was dire, but he focused only on standing. That was all he could think about. He had to stand and defend himself. He would not die like a whimpering puppy. He had to—
The spear fell again, crashing into the side of his head, and he knew no more.




Chapter 38
 
 
   When Kian came awake, he groaned at the splitting ache deep inside his skull. It took a moment to understand that his arms were stretched high overhead, and that he dangled some distance off the ground. It took a moment more to realize that he was no longer outdoors. He glanced up, slowly, the movement sending thudding waves through his head, making his stomach clench in revolt. Without question, he had been beaten while unconscious. The numerous pains all along his stretched body, and the taste of blood on his tongue, told him that much. One of his eyes did not seem to be working, and for a moment he feared Varis had gouged it out … but no, he could see, just. He forced his swollen eyes as wide as possible.
In a circle around him, backlit by guttering rush torches, five men clad in hooded crimson robes muttered and tossed herbs on top of smoldering braziers. Sweetly fragrant smoke hung heavy in the dark hall. The priests, Kian saw at once, were of the Order of Attandaeus, the Watcher Who Judges. He surmised that he was in the infamous Gray Hall, where the kings of Aradan harshly judged the worst enemies and criminals of the realm.
The high priest, marked out by the golden threadwork trimming the hem and cuffs of his robe, approached Kian, his face hidden in the shadow of his hood. Where his features were cloaked, his smoldering eyes reflected the hall’s thin light. In a deep voice, he asked, “Do you wish to beg atonement for your sins against King Varis Kilvar, the realm, and the gods?”
“Aradan is lost and the Three dead,” Kian countered, voice thick with blood. “And your
precious king
is a murdering usurper.”
The priest’s stare went white around the edges. “Your pain will be exquisite, dog, and your blood will sanctify this, the most blessed of places in Aradan, and will mark the dawning of a new age of righteousness.”
Kian began to laugh, though he found nothing humorous in the priest’s words. Quite the contrary. “Varis destroys life wherever he finds it. Do you think you and your fellows will fare any better, should you misstep?”
The priest backed away, features twisted with rage, but absent of any doubts Kian had hoped to instill. “Let the Watcher Who Judges reveal this man’s sins, and let the Life Giver’s judgment be fulfilled!”
“Life Giver?”
A hundred agonies rippled through Kian, as bitter laughter bubbled from his chest. The priests just stared. Apparently, he alone found humor in the bleak irony of the priest’s last words.
“In a moment,” Varis said, moving before Kian, clad now in crimson robes.
Kian’s laughter dried up as he took in the face hovering a little below him. “You have donned the mantle of king
and
priest? It seems you cannot make up your mind about what role you play.”
“This is no game, Izutarian,” Varis said tightly. “Rather, as a god among men, I am everything to all people.”
“You are
nothing
to me,” Kian said.
“Oh, but I am. I will be you tormentor, your judge, your executioner … after a fashion.”
Kian closed his eyes, striving for calm. He would die, just as Ellonlef and the others had said, and all for nothing. “You are a charlatan,” he said flatly, hoping that Azuri and Hazad had sense enough to take Ellonlef far from Aradan. It was a feeble hope, but all that he had.
“We shall see.”
Varis motioned to his servant priests, and four of them moved into a pool of deeper shadows. After a moment, the clank of iron and the rattle of chains filled the small hall, followed by the ponderous racket of heavy wheels slowly grinding dust and grit into the floor tiles. He watched with growing alarm as a brutal device lumbered out of the gloom under the straining muscles of the four priests. At first he was not sure what he was looking at, but in time he recognized the machine as a kind of chair. Stubby spikes jutted from every inch of the bracing that made up the headrest, back, and seat. Wheels, pulleys, levers, and coarse leather straps with studded buckles were affixed to each piece of framework. Holes had been bored into each arm, and steel spikes rested in a few of the holes, the heads rounded from pounding.
“Do you like it?” Varis asked lightly from behind Kian, as if he wanted to see the appalling implement emerge from the darkness from Kian’s point of view. “It was last used over five hundred years gone. One of my forefathers deemed it too cruel, and his progeny agreed with him. In time, it was forgotten. Until now. This night, it will taste blood again.”
“Are you too weak to face me with your own strength?” Kian taunted.
Varis glided in front of Kian, his stare smoldering. He leaned in close, voice pitched so only Kian could hear. “You flatter yourself, Izutarian, if you think I would lower myself to the position of battling you, as would common men. You are an insect before me, albeit one that has proven it can unwittingly resist my power. Despite this undeserved blessing, the blood seeping from your wounds proves that your flesh is as weak as any man’s.”
“Even your own?” Kian growled, wishing he could get his hands free, if only for a moment. That was all he would need to end this, here and now. It was a moment, he understood all too well, that he would never be granted … and one, in his mercy, that he had already squandered.
“I am a man no longer,” Varis announced.
“I’d forgotten, you are a
god,” Kian muttered sardonically. “Well, if you want me dead, then why not the headsman?”
Varis’s eyes blazed. “I will bring you pain because
I hate you,” he hissed. “I have hated you since I came out from the temple. You are an aberration. More, the world must know that I alone am indomitable among all men. Your inability to resist the suffering that I bring upon you will serve as the testament to that truth.”
“A handful of godless priests represent the world?” Kian asked in mock astonishment, looking around the near empty hall. “I believe you need to convince yourself, more than world, that you are the stronger of us. I name you weak and petty, unworthy of a crown, or even a croft.”
Varis abruptly stood away. “I’ve suffered this fool’s insolence too long! Lash him into the chair.” In a harsh whisper he added, “Know that the memory of your agonies will fuel my sweetest dreams for the whole of my existence.”
Finished with taunting, Kian said, “Better to admit that you do not know if you are the stronger of us. That doubt,
boy, will never leave you. No matter how far you rise, or how long you live, you will always wonder if I could have destroyed you, given but half a chance. That uncertainty will hound you all of your days, it will decide your vile actions against those you see as enemies. You will die bitter and spent. And on the day of your death, your downtrodden and enslaved subjects will tear down all your glorious monuments, sing thanks to whatever gods remain, and wipe your memory from the minds of men.”
“I am immortal!”
Varis screamed.
Kian smiled darkly. “The fate of all men is to wither and die. You may run from the grave but, in time, death will find you.” He hoped for the world’s sake that this was true.
As Varis backed away, looking uncertain, four priests came forward and cut Kian down. Next they stripped off his garb with sharp knives, none too careful of slicing his bruised skin. The high priest raised his arms. “The condemned will speak no further, unless to scream for mercy, which shall not come unless granted by the Life Giver.”
“I will never scream or beg,” Kian growled.
“Silence!” the high priest shrieked, as the others threw him into the chair. Blunt spikes gouged his bare flesh, and he ground his teeth together.
I will not cry out,
he vowed to himself, distantly wondering if he could remain steadfast.
The priests fastened straps tight about his ankles and wrists. Kian remained still, for every movement, even a fraction, caused the chair’s steel teeth to bite all the deeper.
I am an Izutarian,
he thought, desperately trying to strengthen his resolve.
I am a son of the frozen north!
his mind raged, even as a pair of his tormentors drew short-handled scourges from the folds of their robes.
He glowered at his captors, giving them a moment’s pause. Then the first scourge fell with an insignificant crack, parting his skin with ease. A hissing gust of breath rushed past Kian’s teeth as a sensation of ice and fire washed over his nakedness. Leather and steel-barbed tongues tasted him again, and this time he made no sound.
Angered by his silence, one after the other, the priests set-to with malevolent vigor. The scourges snapped and tore in a frenzy, flaying skin to expose muscle, then lurid glimpses of bone. Kian bucked against the restraints at each blow. He clenched his teeth together to the point of shattering them, yet he did not make a sound.
The flogging went on, marking moments that seemed to have no end. In short order, blood spattered at each blow, dripped in gruesome arcs when the many-tongued whips reared back, surged forward, and slashed down yet again.
The flames of Kian’s agony rose higher and higher, until he thought he would go mad. His jaws ached to howl in protest, and part of him wanted to beg for mercy, but he refused himself that release. Soon, freshets of blood ran freely over his torso, and every muscle quivered with strain and anguish. When hooked barbs caught in his flesh, the priests dragged their implements free, ripping away bits of skin and meat. On and on, the scourges hissed and cracked, as the priests panted, sweated, and struck again. Kian’s blood began to patter under the chair with a sound like slow rain. Only when the steel barbs sank into his ribs and held, forcing the priests to stop in order to dig them free with blunted daggers, did Kian’s will break. His wordless scream filled the hall, a howl that savaged his throat.
The scourging abruptly ceased. For the barest moment, Kian thought it was over.
“Turn him,” Varis commanded softly.
Shaking like a leaf, Kian could only stare in confusion. The priests gaped, their inaction voicing doubt.
“Do as I bid,” Varis demanded, “or by turn, each of you will suffer his fate!”
The priests struggled to unbind Kian, for his blood made every surface slick. He did not resist—could not have, even if he tried—as two priests pulled him from the chair, and held him suspended between them. Another cranked a wheel at the back of the chair, and the contraption soon became a flat rack. Unlike before, they did not throw him down, but eased him onto the torture device with a gentleness that seemed to infuriate Varis. Kian groaned when his torn body settled over and around the stubby spike embedded in the heavy frame. In the flickering torchlight, Kian saw his blood had pooled on the gray stone floor tiles, and he wondered in a blessed daze how much more he could lose before he simply expired.
“Begin,”
Varis said.
The priests again faltered, looking among their number, as if these abuses were far beyond what even they considered reasonable. Under Varis’s unrelenting stare, they commenced. Kian screamed until all comprehension fled him. In the black that followed, he searched for and found an infinitesimal source of light. He embraced it, took into himself some measure of strength.
When next he grew aware, he heard a gasping priest say, “He is near death. Surely his failings have met with enough … of
this. Shall we bind his wounds?”
Kian floated in delirium. The blood that had flowed so freely before had slowed to sluggish trickles, as if little remained in his veins.
“Spike him,” Varis ordered, his breath harsh with diabolical need. “Hammer the steel deep.
Ruin him.”
At those words, Kian’s mind again moved into the void within his soul, where that comforting light waited. He seemed detached from his flesh, released from the bindings of pain, and he drifted up, now observing the proceedings with a mild indifference. The priests, muttering quietly and passing looks hidden from Varis, reluctantly turned Kian once more. He felt nothing, his body mercifully numb. Only the hitching rise and fall of his chest suggested he still lived.
A priest pulled one of the steel spikes from its seat with a tremulous hand, and pressed it against the middle of Kian’s forearm. He turned toward Varis again, and Kian absently noted bright tears glinting in the well of darkness under the man’s hood. Varis jerked his head violently at the delay. Kian thought he saw anger bloom in the priest’s deep-set eyes and, as he raised the large hammer clutched in his fist, his gaze never left Varis’s.
Varis did not seem to notice. His attention was on the length of steel held in the priest’s grasp, its tip creating a dimple in Kian’s bloodied arm. As the hammer fell, a rushing sound filled Kian’s head, an unnatural wind that carried the ethereal substance of his soul into absolute blackness.




Chapter 39
 
 
   Ellonlef came awake with a start. For a moment she did not know where she was or why. Above her, a cracked and soot-smudged ceiling of mud brick and rough wooden timbers hung seemingly a mile away. Her breath steamed in quickly fading puffs. Then, in a stroke, it all came back to her. She sat up, expecting to see Kian, Azuri, and Hazad, but only found Hya. The old woman was still sitting in her chair, as if she had not moved from the night before.
“Where are the others?”
Hya snugged her blankets tighter under her chin. Her rheumy eyes fixed on Ellonlef. “Kian left soon after midnight. The other two went after him at dawn.”
“Left
… where?” Ellonlef asked, fearing she already knew the answer.
“To the palace, to face Varis. He bid me tell you and the others not to come after him. Those two Izutarians dismissed me out of hand. I expect more respect from you.”
Ellonlef threw off her blankets and scrambled to her feet. “I cannot—I will not—abandon him!”
Hya proved more nimble that she appeared, and in a blink was at the younger woman’s side, her grip strong on Ellonlef’s arm. “You will heed me … at least until we know if he succeeded or not. Sit, break your fast, and wait until Azuri and Hazad bring word.”
Ellonlef reluctantly sat down on the rickety stool she had sat on the night before. Hya jammed a crust of bread into her chilled hands. She nibbled at the bread, but it tasted like dust on her tongue. The wait was long in coming.
An hour after the day had given up its light, and the sun had gone back down, Hazad entered the shop, followed by Azuri. The sun-browned faces of both men held a pinkish cast from the bitter wind. It was not their colored cheeks that drew Ellonlef’s gaze, rather the haunted look in their eyes. She wanted to question them, but the words would not come. In that instant, a hundred possibilities flashed through her mind, each new one worse than the previous.
“Varis tortured Kian near to death,” Hazad said hollowly.
“We have little time,” Azuri added grimly.
“Where is he?” Ellonlef heard herself ask, afraid to know. The answer was beyond her worst fears.
“The Pit,” Azuri said, after Hazad made the attempt and choked on the words. “We have it from men we know and can believe that priests of Attandaeus loaded him into a cart just before dawn, and delivered him to the Pit soon after.”
“Gods good and wise,” Hya rasped.
Ellonlef’s blood went to ice. “We must free him before—”
She cut off, unable to voice the atrocities that he would surely be facing already. The Pit was a place for lawbreakers condemned to death, though not a clean and swift death promised by the headsman’s blade. Those sent to the Pit were unrepentant beasts at the least, and insane, often as not. In that underground warren, in the absence of light, the darkness of their souls compelled them to acts vile beyond words. Most did not survive long—and Kian, doubtless insensible from his wounds, had been there for hours.
“We have a means to get in,” Azuri said hesitantly. “A man who has owed Kian a favor for some years, serves as a guard.”
“Then what are we waiting for?”
“You could die … we all could,” Hazad cautioned. “Varis has soldiers scouring the city for all of us. The standing order is to see us to the Pit as soon as we are found.”
Ellonlef did not falter or balk. “Tell me your plan on the way.”
Hya’s face was grim. “Whether he lives or not, you must return here. Like these Izutarians, I know those who walk the shadows, those who can get you out of the city and to safety.”
Ellonlef impulsively hugged the old woman, then followed Hazad and Azuri out into the black alley. The air was colder than any she had ever felt, and low clouds shoved east by strong winds obscured the stars.
“Snow will fall before first light,” Hazad predicted, as they hastened toward the heart of the Chalice, carefully keeping to the deepest shadows. As promised, patrols were out in full force.
“A good snowfall may serve us,” Azuri said. “Folk hereabout have blood thin as wine, and the colder it gets, the less they will want to be away from a warm fire.”
“Then I hope for a storm, even the White Death,” Hazad said.
“What is that?” Ellonlef asked, the mere name chilling her heart. She did not really want to know, but neither did she want a prolonged silence to fill her mind, allowing considerations of what Kian faced.
“The White Death is a fierce storm that blows out of the Whitehold,” Hazad said, creeping along. “Like the godless savages who live in those icy wastes, the storms that come out of their lands are deadly. Winds come first, cold enough to shroud a man in hoarfrost and turn his flesh black. Snow follows, stabbing at you like small daggers, and building to the height of a man. If you are caught outside without shelter, death falls swiftly.”
Ellonlef shivered, trying to reason out how cold could blacken flesh. Distractedly, she noted that the normal crowds of the Chalice had vanished. The only people about besides them and the sporadic mounted patrols, were a few enterprising sorts who had brought wagonloads of wood down from the mountains. Doubtless, they would fetch considerable profits for their effort.
Looking skyward, Ellonlef said, “I’ve heard that the Whitehold is naught but endless plains of ice and snow, even in summer, when the sun never sets.”
“That is true for the far north of Izutar, as well,” Azuri said. “Too, the night of winter lasts months.”
Ellonlef kept any further questions to herself. She simply did not want to hear anymore. And besides, trying not to think about Kian was a useless endeavor.
It took longer to reach Ammathor proper than it should have, for the nearer they came, the more often they had to duck into alleys to avoid soldiers. Ellonlef counted it a blessing that to the last, the soldiers seemed more interested in staying warm than finding their prey, and were generally busy complaining loudly about the cold, and adjusting their thin garb in a vain bid to cover bare skin.
In due course, Azuri turned them into a lightless alley down the road from their destination, and began rooting through a pile of litter. After a moment of searching, he drew out a sackcloth bundle and unrolled it at his feet. In the gloom, Ellonlef could just make out a pair of saffron-trimmed green cloaks of the City Watch and two round, bronze helms, one adorned with a plume of white horse hair, the other bare. A smaller bundle held two thin, wooden dowels, a ball of tacky resin, and a set of wrist shackles linked by a crude chain.
Azuri glanced at Ellonlef regretfully. “To get in, we need a prisoner—one of extreme value.”
Ellonlef held out her hands, pleased they did not shake. “I wish Kian had listened to us, instead of his damnable honor,” she muttered, even as she found her admiration for him growing.
“And if wishes were sheep flop,” Hazad growled not unkindly, “we’d be up to our necks in it.”
Azuri slipped the shackles over her wrists, careful not to scrape her skin. Instead of bolts, he secured the shackles with the small wooden pegs, which in turn were held in place with daubs of resin made pliable by the warmth of his palms. “Do not jiggle these too much, we cannot have them fall off before we need them to.” He looked in her eyes, then spoke with deadly assurance. “And I should warn you, we will give no mercy to those who resist us.”
Ellonlef could only imagine what would come, but had little pity in her heart when she said, “I am ready.”
Azuri donned the garb of a Captain of the City Watch, while Hazad was left with that of a common legionnaire. Lastly, he wrapped his discarded cloak around Ellonlef’s shoulders, the great bulk and length of it ensuring that her sheathed dagger was covered.
“Your costumes are adequate,” Ellonlef said, “but it is quite apparent you are both Izutarians.”
“During your time in Krevar,” Hazad said, “it has become more and more common for Izutarians to serve in the ranks of Aradan’s legions, especially Ammathor’s City Watch. These days, Aradaners simply refuse to take on the mantle of soldiers—especially when our brethren will do it for half wages.”
“Forgive me for any pain you might soon feel,” Azuri said to her, but offered no further explanation.
With her nod of acceptance, he took hold of the back of her neck, drew his sword, and propelled her onto the main road. From there, they moved toward the high stone wall surrounding the grounds guarding the entrance of the Pit. As they walked along, Ellonlef wondered if they would ever get out after they gained entrance. She told herself they would succeed, that all would be well, but she could not quite make herself believe it.




Chapter 40
 
 
   When they reached the wooden gate that led into the most feared place in Aradan, a grizzled solider opened the peephole and stared out. His fierce countenance fell on Ellonlef, then took in the others.
“What do you want?” he demanded, his sudden wide smile ruining the ferocity of his voice.
“Good evening, Durrin,” Hazad said quietly. “Is all in order?”
“As much as can be,” Durrin whispered. “But us standing here jabbering will not help matters. Get on with it.”
Azuri showed smiling teeth in the cold air, but called in an angry shout, “You know why I am here, you poxy wretch! I’ve come with a prize sought by King Varis. Open the gate and let me through, or find yourself spitted and roasting for his pleasure!”
Durrin hurriedly swung the gate inward, whispering, “Take care. The head gaoler, Ixron, is a vile snake at the best of times—which these are not. The rest of these dogs are little better, but they are friends after a fashion, made all the friendlier with your promised gold. Try not to hurt them too much.”
Azuri produced a clinking leather purse the size of his fist. “If you cannot fully turn the hearts of your
friends
with this, then they will die,” he warned, tone heavy with dark promise.
Durrin weighed the purse in his hand, eyes going wide. “More than promised … this will do. However, Ixron will never yield. Oh, he’d take the gold, but just as soon as you turn your back, he’d stick a knife in it.”
“We’ll deal with him when the time comes,” Azuri said, guiding Ellonlef through the open gate, even as the head gaoler emerged from a small mud brick building built into the wall and strode toward them. He halted them while Durrin was busy closing and barring the gate. A few guards striding along the wall walks glanced down, but showed no more than a cursory interest. Durrin had bought their apathy with the promise of precious metal.
“So, the City Watch has found one of the traitors already?” Ixron said, his steaming breath thick with the stench of sour wine. His dark eyes fell on Ellonlef’s face with a lecherous gleam.
“Yes,” Azuri answered, giving no indication he would say more.
Ixron tugged Ellonlef’s hood from her head to get a better look. His grin was vile and greedy. “Might be we need to interrogate this wench, before we dump her in the Pit.”
“Indeed,” Azuri drawled. “Perhaps, as well, you would like to see your stones hewn off and presented to the king for disobeying his commands?”
“You bloody damned Izutarians have no humor,” Ixron said with a scowl, and waved an angry hand for Azuri and the others to follow.
Staggering a little, he led them to a squat mud brick building in the center of the yard, unlocked the heavy wood door, and pulled it open. Sooty smoke puffed out on a gust of stuffy air. Once the smoke cleared, Ellonlef could make out a narrow, descending stairway lighted by a long procession of guttering torches.
“Well, take the slut down,” Ixron growled. “I have better things to do than stand here freezing my backside.”
“Be ready for my return,” Azuri said. Ixron snorted disdainfully. Then, after a closer look at Azuri’s flat gray stare, nodded in agreement.
Making a show of it, Azuri then prodded Ellonlef through the doorway, and followed after. Hazad came last. The door slammed shut as they made their way down into the hazy confines. The constricted passage, combined with an overpowering stench, made Ellonlef’s chest tighten. No man who had ever entered this place as a prisoner had come out again, not even his bones.
After a hundred steps, the stair let out in a wide chamber hacked into the granite many centuries before. Here the air was warmer, and damp besides. The very rock smelled of horror and death, ages thick. Ellonlef felt as if she could feel the ghosts of thousands of damned souls closing in around her, greedily seeking the heat of her life, wanting to steal it away.
“Are you well?” Hazad asked, scrutinizing Ellonlef.
“Fine,” she said curtly. “I just want to find Kian and escape.” She refused to heed the voice in her head telling her that he was already dead.
Azuri’s nose wrinkled. “This place smells of the grave.”
His statement did not help Ellonlef’s resolve to ward against the living memories buried in the surrounding rock, that of doom and creeping insanity. Those sent here, if they did not die straight away, first wasted away in body, then in mind.
Azuri moved across the chamber to a door of rusted iron. “Open, in the name of the king!”
There came a jangling of keys, then the door squealed ajar to show an emaciated guard who looked to not have properly eaten, or bathed, in years. “Gods cursed fool!” the man snarled at Azuri. “No call to yell. I can hear fine.”
“Shut that rotten hole in your face,” Azuri said, “and lead me to the man brought in at dawn.”
“What?” the guard asked, bemused. “Why would you want to see that scum?”
Azuri narrowed his eyes. “I said lead me to him.”
The guard growled a curse and reached for the battered hilt of his sword. Hazad pushed by Ellonlef and Azuri, closed a great fist around the guard’s throat, and slammed his head against the wall. “When you are commanded by a captain of the City Watch, worm, you obey without question,” Hazad rumbled, and threw the groaning man to the ground.
Blinking dazedly, the guard rubbed his bleeding head. “One day you Izutarian bastards are going to pay for treating trueborn Aradaners this way!”
“Are you as witless as you look, and deaf besides?” Hazad demanded, relieving the guard of his ill-kept sword. “Perhaps I should clean your ears with steel? No? Then shut your mouth and take us to the prisoner. We have something special for him … from the king”
The fool started to mumbled another curse, but Hazad dragged him to his feet and shoved him down the passage. Having no choice, the guard led them along a low corridor, bemoaning his split scalp the entire way.
The first passage, lined with doors of rotting wood, ended at another iron door. The guard unlocked it, then faced the trio. “Beyond here, prisoners are free to do as they will. Mayhap they’ll cut out your stinking tongues and eat them! While they’re at it,” he sniveled, glancing at Ellonlef, “mayhap I’ll take that pretty piece there for myself.”
Hazad’s open-handed slap ruined his lips and knocked loose a tooth.
Azuri pointed into the waiting darkness. “Lead,” he commanded
The man looked ready to balk once more, then thought better of it. He locked the door at their backs, then did as bid with hatred in his stare. He would prove dangerous, if the opportunity arose.
The way was lit by a few flickering torches set in holes in the walls, their smoke adding to the black cones of soot that ran to the ceiling. After a sharp turn took them beyond sight of the last door and the handful of torches, all was darkness. Prisoners of the Pit did not need light.
Azuri strode back the way they had come, took a torch from its place, and held it as high as the low ceiling would allow. The wavering glow did little more than remind Ellonlef of the passage’s narrowness. As they moved deeper into the now winding passage, the fickle torchlight showed more things she did not want to see. Bones of all sizes shared ground with dried excrement. Frequent alcoves ended at blank walls, into which were set rusted manacles and chains. All of the bindings were free of living prisoners, but a few held old skeletons.
The guard did not pause, or even seem to notice the bones. As he led them deeper, the air grew closer, more oppressive. Ellonlef observed signs left from the days when the Pit had been a mine. Occasional beams and rafters, now dry-rotted, shored up the walls, but more often than not the walls had crumbled into drifts of loose rubble.
“Do you know where you are going?” Hazad demanded, after what seemed hours of shambling on.
“Indeed,” the guard responded harshly, peering into the dancing shadows. “I can smell him ahead … fresh blood.”
“If he dies before we reach him,” Azuri said, “your life also ends.”
The man hunched his shoulders and scowled. “You sound like you
want
him to live.” Then, as if just piecing together what was afoot, the man spun, his face a mask of fury.
“You bastards mean to free him!”
Before anyone could react, he sprinted ahead, vanishing quickly into the darkness.




Chapter 41
 
 
   “Damn!” Azuri swore, and wrenched Ellonlef’s shackles off her wrists. The game was up, and there was no use keeping her bound. “We must catch him, or we will never find Kian.”
The trio ran after the fleeing guard, and moments later they halted in another circular chamber, their eyes wide with confused revulsion. Ellonlef recoiled as wasted men scrabbled, like misshapen spiders, away from the torchlight, throwing hands over sunken eyes, crying out against the glare. Most were naked, their bones pushing grotesquely against thin skin covered in running sores. Their bony feet waded through swarms of rats. Amid the living dead, the guard hid in plain sight, only the glint of a long dagger giving him away.
“You cannot have him!” the guard shouted, cowering behind two gaunt men with eyes afire with madness. “I’ll see you dead before—”
Hazad bowled aside the two prisoners and struck the guard, knocking him senseless with a huge, knotted fist. Those around Hazad and the fallen guard scattered, their overlarge eyes bulging, as Hazad took the man’s keys. The fearful prisoners muttered among themselves, creating an unpleasant droning noise.
“Quiet!”
Azuri roared. Silence fell immediately, and he stood with his head cocked.
Ellonlef imitated him, even as she kept a sharp eye on the prisoners. From far away, the echoing sounds of an argument came to her. Hearing it too, Hazad plunged down another passage, with Ellonlef and Azuri hard on his heels. The passage soon led to a open chamber. Two prisoners, more robust than the others they had yet seen, were hunched over an unmoving figure. One held what looked like an blood-crusted arm in his boney hands, the posture of someone about to eat a goose leg.
“Gods good and wise!” Azuri breathed.
The second prisoner lurched to his feet, wielding a crude weapon. It took only a moment for Ellonlef to see that the
weapon
was a sharpened leg bone.
Hazad lunged forward, roaring like a lion. His sword swept up and down in a blurring arc, shattering the leg bone and splitting the fellow’s head like a withered gourd. With a screech of bone on metal, Hazad wrenched his sword free. The other prisoner scuttled out of range, making strange mewling noises low in his throat.
Kian lay on the floor, the few visible patches of his pale skin surrounded by layers of dried blood and caked dirt. He looked dead, but Ellonlef would not let herself believe it. Nearly overwhelmed with grief, she went to him. Gingerly, she placed a palm against his chest. His flesh was still warm, his heartbeat weak, erratic.
Joy, tempered as it was by his appearance, filled her heart. “We must leave here
now,” she urged.
Kian groaned at the sound of her voice and rolled his head toward her. A flicker of recognition lit his slitted gaze and his mouth moved, but Ellonlef hushed him with a gentle finger to his lips. Tears she had not know were there fell from her eyes, dripping over the ruin of his body.
A sharp curse drew her attention, and she twisted to see a gathering of prisoners crouched at the edge of the torchlight. The prisoner who had been about to taste Kian’s arm squinted, his cracked lips twisted into a feral curve. He murmured hungrily, his eyes black slits above a crooked nose. Slaver dribbled over his chin. As if of the same mind, other prisoners crept forward. It was impossible to discern how many there were, for they seemed to be twined about one another, all arms and legs and distended bellies. Glints from their bulging eyes reflected a madness of hunger and incomprehensible suffering. These few men were the strong, Ellonlef realized, while those in the last chamber were the weak … the
prey.
“We will take our friend,” Azuri said firmly. “Should any of you follow, you will find that you have
plenty
to eat.”
The prisoners stared blankly, as if Azuri had spoken in a foreign tongue. Then, with no warning, the
hunters
of the Pit surged forward.
Azuri swung the torch and struck the first man to reach him full in the face, a shower of sparks engulfing his head. The reek of seared flesh and burning hair suddenly filled the chamber. Another prisoner saw only a chance to fill his gut. He fell on Kian’s leg with his mouth agape, and began worrying it like a starved jackal. Kian sat up wheezing in pain. Ellonlef threw herself protectively over him, trying to drive the ravenous prisoner away, but he resisted, growling and snapping at her.
Hazad’s sword slammed into the prisoner’s spine, withdrew, and fell again, higher up. The crown of the man’s hairless skull soared away like a crude bowl and hit the ground with a rattling thud.
Azuri, torch in one hand and dagger in the other, waded into those blinded by thoughts of fresh meat. Bellowing an unbroken stream of oaths, he beat one man to the ground, wheeled, and slashed another across the face. Even as he sought another foe, a fist-sized stone struck his cheek with a sickening thud. Azuri staggered, but did not fall. With a brutal calm, he attacked, dagger and torch finding all likely targets, burning or cutting, by turn.
Hazad focused his rage on those now scampering away. Despite his great size, he moved with the precision of a master painter, no stroke wasted or hedged. Blood flew in delicate drops from the slashing edge of his sword, splashing the dusty walls. A skeletal man reeled backward, screeching, attempting to hold his cleaved groin in one piece, even as his guts boiled out from another gash across his middle. Another deranged fool laughed aloud, thinking he had jumped free of Hazad’s blade, but the laugh became a bubbling hiss when the back of his head tottered back on a slashed neck and kissed his spine. His quivering corpse pitched over and hit the ground.
As suddenly as it had begun, the assault ended. All that remained were the silent dead and the dying, their clutching fingernails digging grooves in the dust. Most of the prisoners had simply fled. Ellonlef could still hear their aggrieved voices fading away into the bowels of the Pit. Azuri coaxed the smoldering torch back into life and looked upon Kian, his despair mirroring that of both Ellonlef and Hazad.
“Gods good and wise,” Hazad whispered. Where a moment before his eyes blazed with fury, now they were wide and filled with sorrow.
With the grisly tableau spread out around him, Kian looked like a fallen king brought low by lesser men, despite his valiant effort to win through. Ellonlef’s heart broke anew at the sight of him, knowing he would not long survive Varis’s tortures … and without Kian, Varis would rise to heights of power never dreamed of by a mortal man.
“What did they do to him?” Hazad muttered.
“Not
they,” Azuri corrected, his voice filled with an anguish that did not seem possible for such a warrior. “Others might have participated, but it was Varis who commanded this. And for
this, he will die.”
Ellonlef dried her eyes, set her mouth. There might still be a chance, but it would not be had here. “We need to get him to Hya. She will have the means to help, and more skill than mine.”
With the gentleness of a father cradling a sickly child to his chest, Hazad lifted Kian. Ellonlef led the way, while Azuri took the rear, watching their trail for any prisoners who had missed the lesson learned by their peers. When they reached the second door, Ellonlef took the keys Hazad had taken off the now vanished guard. Ellonlef unlocked the door and stepped through. Hazad bustled through next, followed by Azuri, who closed the door at his back. Ellonlef relocked and the trio hurried along.
To Ellonlef, it felt like they were on a leisurely stroll, but by Hazad’s sweaty brow and gulping breaths, they were moving as fast as possible. In short order, Kian’s wounds had reopened, slicking his skin with fresh blood. Despite this, Hazad’s grip never failed, and soon they came to the bottom of the stair and climbed up, urgency driving them.
At the top of the stair, Hazad slumped against the wall, still bearing Kian, while Azuri took the keys and moved to the door. Knowing Hazad could not do anything more than he already was, Azuri looked at Ellonlef. “Make ready. If Durrin and our gold did their work, only Ixron will stand against us. If not, then we fight until either they are all dead … or we are.”
She nodded, even as Azuri began pounding on the locked door.
After a few moments the lock clicked, and Ixron swung the door open a few cautious inches. His eyes widened at the sight of those before him. “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.
Understanding belatedly dawned, and Ixron tried to slam the door in Azuri’s face, who in turn jammed his shoulder against the heavy wooden door. Although he was slender for an Izutarian, Azuri was no wisp of a man, and his strength proved too much for the Aradaner. Azuri leaned into the door, easing it open, inch by inch. Outside, Ixron’s feet scrabbled in the loose, sandy soil. He knew he was losing ground, and called over his shoulder for help.
Taking advantage of the distraction, Azuri’s hand flashed through the opening, caught hold of the gaoler’s neck, and violently jerked his face against the doorframe. There came a crunching thump, and Ixron fell away. Sword coming to hand, Azuri burst through the door, ready for anything, but there was no one to fight. Hazad carried Kian into the open, with Ellonlef coming last.
Durrin moved into view, sparing a regretful glance for Kian. “I have horses and a wagon ready, but you must hurry. The change of guard is due any moment.”
“What of the others?” Ellonlef asked.
“Have no fear of them.”
As proof of his assurance, a pleased looking pair of guards approached with two saddled mounts, while a third led a horse-drawn wagon. All the rest of the guards made a show of studying the frigid, night-shrouded street beyond the wall.
Azuri and Hazad hastily placed Kian into the back of the wagon, and Ellonlef drew Azuri’s cloak off her shoulders and covered him. Without hesitation, she crawled into the wagonbed next to him, trying to force her warmth into his cool skin. She felt a queer tingling in her fingers, which spread outward through the rest of her body. Strange as that was, it seemed somehow familiar, but she concentrated on keeping Kian warm.
After the pair hurled a groggy Ixron down into the stairwell and locked the door, Azuri leapt into the cart’s seat and took the reins, while Hazad and Durrin mounted the horses.
“Are you joining us, then?” Hazad asked.
Durrin drew himself up, his lined face hard. “I am leaving. With the rise of this new king, my soldiering days have come to an end. After we pass through the gate, I will go my way, and you will go yours.”
“And these others?”
“Thanks to your gold, they will take their leave, as well. If not, they are fools that deserve the punishment King Varis will deliver onto their heads for allowing Kian’s escape.”
Azuri nodded in acceptance, and clucked the horse into a rattling trot that would take them quickly back to the Chalice and Hya’s shop.




Chapter 42
 
 
   After dismissing his incompetent counselors, Varis continued to study a huge and detailed map stretched taut across the banquet table. Its bright inks seemed to glow within the well-lit Golden Hall. The map was made from a hundred pieces of the finest vellum, each square of soft lambskin stitched together so precisely that the seams were nearly invisible. West of the island kingdom of Kelren, north of Izutar, east of Aradan, and south of Geldain, artfully painted clouds filled the map’s edges. Beyond those clouds lay mystery. Some thought nothing waited beyond, save danger and death leftover from the creation of the world. Varis silently vowed to discover the truth.
First, however, he had many familiar kingdoms to conquer. The Suanahad Empire, under the rule of Emperor u’Hadn, had subjugated all the known world after defeating and uniting the multitude of sand kings of northern Geldain. In ships barely suitable for the crossing, he had struck north for mysterious lands of plenty, sailing his fleet across the Sea of Drakarra and landing on the shores of what became the kingdom of Tureece. Of lush lands, the emperor found few enough, but of gold, silver, and precious stones, there had been an abundance.
In time, Emperor u’Hadn led his armies farther north, vanquishing the Grendahl clans, driving them into the inhospitable and icy holds of Falseth and Izutar. For the briefest time, u’Hadn held the known world in his palm, and ruled from the great city Kula-Tak, on the northernmost point of Geldain.
Then Varis’s greatest ancestor Edaer Kilvar, the First King, grew tired of bowing to an uncle who demanded the blood of his subjects and the wealth of the new world, all for the promise of nothing, and wrested the lands that would become Aradan away from the emperor. In time, Edaer’s rebellion left the empire and its vast armies shattered, and the long-subjugated tribes of southern Geldain finished what he had begun, sweeping aside the last remnants of the retreating cohort of sand kings, to the point that even the memory of what u’Hadn had built became more myth than accepted truth.
For centuries, Aradan ascended, growing in power and influence until becoming so bloated, rich, and apathetic, that she had to resort to filling the ranks of her armies with the very peoples the fallen empire had conquered long before, the offspring of the Grendahl clans, the barbarians of Izutar, more ignorant animals than men. Straight away, Varis meant to wash clean his kingdom with the very blood of those lesser peoples.
And I have already begun,
he mused, sipping sweet summer wine from a golden goblet studded with amethysts. By now, Kian was surely dead, and more, the food of men and vermin. The thought pleased him.
Thinking of Kian, who had been a thorn in his side for a short but lingering season, led Varis’s eye across Izutar on the map. His councilors argued that Izutar had grown stronger since their war with Falseth, some two decades prior, and were now more united against their enemies. Be that as it may, Varis considered them little more than witless brutes who preferred rutting with hounds rather than women. They spoke of honor and duty, but in truth they readily sold both for gold. They were easily manipulated fools, and as such, they would fall to ruin in short order. Moreover, a good many of the Izutarian population lived not in Izutar, but in Aradan. Already, he had commanded that all Izutarians be secretly identified, located, and marked for slaughter. And if, by chance, Izutar proved more formidable than he allowed … well, then, he would gladly destroy them with fire and shadow drawn from the very heart of
Geh’shinnom’atar. By sword or by the power of gods, all that mattered in the end was that Izutar cease to be.
He took another sip of wine, already savoring the sound of the lament Izutarian women and children would one day sing. Such would be a paean to him, to be sure, but it would not still his hand against them. To the last, he would utterly destroy all remnants of the late Grendahl clans. They were not even fit to serve as slaves, to his mind. The utter annihilation of Izutar would serve as a lesson to the world that they dare not stand against him—
One of the throne room’s doors banged open, and a guardsman entered, nearly bent double in humility.
Or is it fear?
Varis wondered, trying to dismiss a sudden sense of unease.
“What is it?” he demanded.
The guardsman stammered something inarticulate, swallowed, then began again, his words halting but understandable. “Sire, the head gaoler of the Pit, Ixron, has come. He has word of Ki—” the guardsman cut off in a choked garble. Varis had forbidden the use of Kian’s name, not only in Ammathor, but in all of Aradan. To do so earned the penalty of death. The guard gulped a breath then stammered, “Ixron brings word of the … ah … the prisoner … ah … the Izutarian.”
The Izutarian,
Varis considered darkly. Such had the ring of an honorific, and might well become a rallying cry for future martyrs. He saw straight away that he could not allow its usage, but now was not the moment to rename Kian. He would have to think on it, come up with a turn of phrase or title so vile that only a blind fool would think to use it to engender hope.
“Send him in,” Varis commanded.
The guardsman bowed low, then backed hastily through the doorway. A moment later, a filthy man covered with bruises and scrapes all but crawled into the Golden Hall. Even with his head bowed, Varis noticed a crust of partly congealed blood on one side of the gaoler’s bruised face. Something like a small terrified animal came alert inside him.
“What news do you bring?” Varis demanded.
Ixron began blubbering, perhaps thinking that if he blurted it out all at once, he would be spared. As he carried on, flakes of sticky blood fell from the wound on his face to the polished marble tiles at his booted feet. The smell of him, that of urine and stables and sour wine, curdled Varis’s stomach.
Ixron fell abruptly silent, breathing heavily.
Varis ground his teeth. “Begin again, and speak clearly this time. Fail in this, and I will have out your useless tongue.”
Ixron flung himself to the tiles, wailing in terror. “Kian!
He is escaped!”
“You are mistaken,” Varis grated.
Ixron shook his head in answer, weeping uncontrollably.
Varis wanted to scream in rage, and the power of the gods surged in him. The light of his inner fires spread out over the map of the world, curling the edges. Yet Varis resisted, just managing to push it back down before he destroyed the throne room. He needed to know what was stirring, and turning Ixron to a heap of smoking ash would not serve … not yet.
“What do you mean,
escaped?” Varis asked, subduing his wrath with a gulp of wine.
“Sire?” Ixron asked uncertainly, as if Varis had spoken in a foreign tongue.
“How could a man so near death escape the inescapable, you babbling idiot?” Varis snapped.
Ixron eyes fell. “As I said, he was aided by three—two Izutarians and a woman, a Sister of Najihar. More, my guards, they betrayed me to the last. I was set upon, battered insensible. When I came awake, they had thrown me into the Pit. I had a spare key, a secret key, but when I came out, all were gone.”
“He will be in the Chalice,” Varis knew instantly, recalling that one of the Sisters of Najihar resided there, in service to King Simiis longer than Varis had been alive. He silently cursed himself for that oversight. But that was no matter. They would not be able to move Kian far, his injuries serving to trap them.
Varis sent for the Captain of the House Guard. When he arrived, eyes bleary with sleep, Varis explained what had happened and where Kian and his companions would be found.
“Take as many men as you need and hunt them down,” he ordered, “Do not spare them. I want them dead.” He had toyed with them enough, and now was the time for blood to spill. “I want their heads.”




Chapter 43
 
 
   Before coming to Hya’s shop, the wind became a bitter gale, driving litter down empty streets. For perhaps the first time in a lifetime, the reek of the Chalice was freshened. The biting cold was unlike anything Ellonlef had ever experienced, and she found herself constantly blinking on the chance that the surface of her eyes might freeze over.
Azuri was silent as he climbed down from the wagon’s seat. Hazad clenched his jaw, as if to keep his teeth from chattering. Ellonlef had no such strength in her. Icy fingers clawed at her flesh, leaving every inch of her shuddering. She knew she had experienced nearly unbearable heat before, and in her mind’s eye, she could see that remembered heat rising off the sandy wastes of the Kaliayth, but she could not recall how it had felt.
As she jumped from the wagonbed, her limbs stiff and uncooperative, the side door to Hya’s shop cracked open, and the old woman peeked out. Behind her, a lamp’s comforting glow beckoned. Ellonlef wanted to dash for the promise of any warmth, no matter how scant, but she turned instead to help with Kian.
Hya took in the scene at a glance, then shot a baleful eye toward the starless sky. “This cold will bring much death to an already troubled land,” she said in an ominous tone.
Ellonlef did what she could to aid Hazad and Azuri in pulling a seemingly lifeless Kian from the wagon, but in the end could do little more than fret and keep the door from slamming shut. Her real work, along with Hya’s, would begin once Kian was inside.
Hya led them along at a hurried shuffle to a prepared room. A brazier glowed with heaped coals in one corner, but the gale’s frosty breath easily penetrated every nook and cranny. Still, compared to outside, the room was only cool.
Hazad and Azuri gently deposited Kian onto a raised pallet loaded with ratty blankets. As they worked, exposing the extent of Kian’s innumerable wounds, concerned hisses passed Hya’s teeth.
“You are the better healer,” Ellonlef said gravely. “Tell me what you need.”
Hya looked from Kian to her fellow sister, her eyes misty. “I can do nothing for him,” she said flatly, “save comfort him. By all rights, he should have perished before he reached the Pit. How he lasted this long is beyond me.” She took Ellonlef’s hand in her own. “I am truly sorry.”
Ellonlef’s heart broke anew at Hya’s words, and her sorrow was made all the worse by the tears streaming down Hazad’s bearded cheeks. Azuri, his face hard as stone, sighed heavily and turned away.
Stifling a moan, Ellonlef fell to her knees at Kian’s side. She clasped one of his blood-crusted hands in both of hers, a hand cold as death, and bowed her head over his hitching chest. A single, gulping sob wracked her, then searing tears fell on the dusty, moth-eaten blankets mercifully hiding the worst of his wounds. All was silent, save for Ellonlef’s soft, wrenching sounds of grief. She did not know how long she knelt there, praying to whatever god might yet hear her pleas.
At some point her prayers ended, and her mind wandered aimlessly. She saw Kian in memory, coming to her aid during the Bashye attack, a hulking shadow on that frantic night, full of menace for his enemies and strength for her …
her, just an unknown woman alone in a world gone mad. Unknown as she was, still he had come, risked his life without pause, willing to die for a stranger in need. Her cheeks flamed at the thought. She had not looked at it that way before, had not accurately seen the selflessness of his actions. He was a man of honor … and he was a man dying before her. She had pressed him to help Aradan, so she had thought. Now she was not sure. In truth, she felt he would have come to Ammathor to spare a throne and a people to which he held no allegiance, no matter who had asked him. In memory, she admitted his hesitation had crumbled far too quickly, too easily had he abandoned his plan of returning to his home of Izutar. Few were such men.
And he is dying,
she thought again,
a wasted sacrifice, a wasted life.
“Ellonlef?” a voice rasped.
Ellonlef’s dark eyes flew open to gaze into his blue. Despite the unbearable pain he must be suffering, he offered her a half-smile. “Are you real?”
“Yes,” she said, vigorously rubbing his hand. He winced, so she stopped.
“Good. I thought … I thought you a dream … something sweet to ease the nightmare of Varis.”
“He is no nightmare,” Azuri hissed, as he and the others closed in tight, as if forming a protective wall.
“A shame,” Kian breathed, closing his eyes against a wave of misery that left his tattered flesh trembling. After a moment, he added weakly, “A shame I did not kill that wretched bastard at the palace. The chance was there, but mercy clouded my judgment.”
Ellonlef’s wan grin froze on her face. Suddenly she was not there anymore, not in Hya’s shop, not in Ammathor, but many leagues distant, back at the cleft under the rocks as the Tears of Pa’amadin were raining down. The recollection spun and twisted, becoming a memory of flashing lightning made brighter by the absolute darkness under a hill of weathered stone. Her flesh was afire like it had been then, as if touched by that lightning, tingling and alive!
At Kian’s touch, images and memories clashed inside her skull, things she should have taken note of at the time, but had not. Or had she pushed them away, fearful of what they might reveal? She had taken injuries during the Bashye attack, many bruises and scrapes, her ribs had been scored by an arrow, her knee had been the size of a melon. Yet after Kian had taken her from the cleft, those pains had troubled her no longer.
How often have I wondered at the tiny, pale scar on my side,
she thought,
always
without considering the how of it?
It was as if some part of her had refused to see or regard what had been right before her eyes. As well, there had been the blood coating her after Hazad had taken her from the cleft. She thought it had been Kian’s, from the abrasion on his brow… .
More memories filtered through the murk of her mind, clarifying, solidifying… .
There had been an explosion of light, the sound of the very earth rupturing—and pain, sharp and bright as a sword slamming into her head … and then, for a time, nothing. The images began to fade from her mind, replaced by dreadful understanding.
I died.
Something smashed into me, a stone, and I died … and Kian brought me back. Somehow, using the powers of creation, he made me whole.
The queer tingling she had felt when she lay down with Kian in the wagonbed surged over her skin once more, strong enough to steal her breath. She had the urge to clutch Kian to her breast, to hold him tight, to give back what he had given to her. Ellonlef had no idea if what she was feeling and thinking was an illusion of hope, or was truth. Nor did she understand how to do what her very soul seemed to be telling her to do.
Kian had fallen back into unconsciousness, and she knew she did not have time to reason or plan. She let instinct, insubstantial as a morning mist, guide her hands to his chest, just over his heart. All thought faded, leaving behind a serene emptiness—
The jolt of energy that coursed through her fingers and sank into her bones at the sensation of his cold, bloody skin was like a hammer crashing through her spirit. She managed to bite back a startled gasp, but only because awed wonder closed her throat. In that moment, she and Kian were one flesh, and she felt that whatever happened to Kian at the temple in the swamp, it had made him more than merely a man, more than flesh, blood, and bone.
Some unknown part of herself opened, releasing a power or force that she had not known was inside her. Through eyes slitted in rapturous ecstasy, she looked on the savaged man before, a man she knew she could not live without, who she loved with all her heart.
At that thought, her eyes flew wide, and then wider still as a faint, blue shimmer spread from her hands over Kian’s chest. Startled gasps erupted from herself and those hovering over her shoulder. She paid them no heed. The gleaming luminescence spread until it covered the whole of Kian’s body like a translucent, azure cocoon. By heartbeats, that soothing glow grew brighter and brighter, forcing her to squint.
Her breath failed her when Kian’s torn skin began closing …
healing. Kian’s back arched violently, and his coverings were thrown aside, fully exposing the extent of his injuries. The raw, weeping wounds in his arms swiftly mended from the inside out, becoming whole in the span of two deep breaths. Where ribs had shown through deep slashes, the muscles knitted together, followed by whole skin.
Kian seemed to be struggling for breath. He looked this way and that, panicked, almost as much as Ellonlef was herself. Without warning, the blue shimmer dimmed, then winked out, the last of it soaking into Kian. Ellonlef reeled backward and would have toppled, save for Hazad’s strong hand on her shoulder.
Kian still had not drawn a breath, and Azuri slid in front of Ellonlef, stunned, but showing not a little hint of mirth. His gray eyes searched Kian’s face a moment, then he laughed. “As I told you once before, you great oaf, you must breathe if you do not wish to suffocate.”
Kian’s struggles ceased at once and he sucked in a great, gasping breath, followed by an explosive coughing fit. All stared as his breathing rapidly took on a regular rhythm. His hand floundered about until finding Ellonlef’s. His pulse thudded in his now warm grip, but that was a distant thing. As her gaze locked with his, it was as if the world had been swept away, leaving only the two of them looking into each other’s eyes. In that moment, it dawned on her that she knew him as she never had before. In truth, she had never known anyone, save herself, with such intimacy. It was both wonderful and frightening.
Pain and loss were at the center of him, something from his youth—no doubt from the loss of his homelands and his family during the war between Falseth and Izutar. As well, she felt a sense of nobility and dedication so vast in him that it startled her. The carefully guarded kindness in his heart, something she had once believed to be all but nonexistent, was rivaled by an iron core that demanded fairness and justice. Over all of this, she also sensed a secret, something she felt sure even he was unaware of, something of light and life, a living, indefinable thing … a
presence.
The powers of creation, she understood with profound astonishment.
He released her hand and relaxed his head against a pile of dusty sacks serving as a pillow. “I must sleep … just a moment,” he whispered, the last word trailing off to a peaceful sigh.
Ellonlef glanced at Hazad and Azuri, and they shared a moment of warmth and joy, savoring that Kian was alive.
Hya cleared her throat, questions in her milky eyes. Whatever she was thinking, she kept to herself in the face of burning urgency. “He cannot sleep long,” she advised. “Hya, Sister of Najihar, is not unknown to the Ivory Throne, nor to any who sit upon it. No doubt word will reach Varis of Kian’s escape, and more importantly,” she added with a pointed look at Ellonlef, “word of those who aided him.”
Ellonlef nodded slowly, the full truth of what had just happened beginning to settle over her. That she had held within her the powers of creation, without ever knowing, was astounding to be sure, but more so was that Kian lay whole before her, and that he would live … but only so long as they escaped Ammathor and, more importantly, Varis.
“What do you suggest?” Ellonlef asked.
“There is one man I trust who will give aid, if the price is right. Come, we must prepare while Kian gets what rest he can.”
“Hazad and I will stand watch outside,” Azuri advised. “If we return with haste, then we must leave with haste.”
After the two men left, Ellonlef busied herself with getting together supplies for a journey, which was little enough, given that they would soon be running for their very lives.




Chapter 44
 
 
   Ruin him, a disembodied voice rasped. Bulging white eyes that should have been blind, yet were not, observed and approved of his pain.
Kian’s eyes flew open, the memory of his riven flesh a searing brand in his consciousness. He remained perfectly still, the dream-pain fading. Those dead white eyes, though, the hatred they expressed, remained etched in his mind. No matter that Varis had changed, to Kian he was still and would always be the skeletal abomination that had come forth from the temple in the Qaharadin. And Varis, he had no doubt, would be coming for him.
Kian frowned, some part of himself urgently revisiting memories better left forgotten. In a sudden rush everything came spilling forth, a black tide of pain and suffering. And yet through that abysmal flood, there shone a spark of light, pure and warm.
Ellonlef. She and his friends had come for him, taken him from the darkness, somehow returned him to safety.
He flexed his hands, expecting weakness and pain, but finding strength. His fingers slowly, almost fearfully, investigated his torso,
knowing
they should encounter absolute physical destruction. Instead, they found taut skin and warm flesh.
How… ?
The question evaporated and he blinked several times. Aside from the image of Ellonlef gazing down on him with a strange mingling of joy and fear and something else, the last thing he recalled was darkness and rough-hewn stone, and the babble of hungry voices. The longer he considered, the more he remembered.
Hazad, Azuri, and Ellonlef had brought him to this somehow familiar place. It took some moments before he realized he was staring at a ceiling of once white plaster gone to brown with smoke and ages. Kian rolled his head to one side, waiting for the red pain he recalled to fall on him again. Nothing met his movement, save a little stiffness. A glowing brazier stood beside an old table below a shuttered window. On the table sat a low-burning oil lamp and a green vase filled with a long-dead cutting of flowers.
He turned his head in the opposite direction and found an old woman clad in a dense swaddling of gray robes sitting on a stool just beyond the doorway.
I know her … Hya, a Sister of Najihar. She did not notice his movements.
He glanced back to the ceiling and saw a lizard, sluggish with cold, peering down at him. A fly lumbered near, then the fly was in the lizard’s mouth. Kian would have sworn the creature smiled in triumph, and he smiled in return. He had never felt so alive.
Stop this!
a warning voice raved.
Danger is drawing near!
His happiness, doubtless a distraction concocted by his weary mind, began to crack and fall away. How he had come to be healed, he had no answer, but of scourges savaging his flesh, of iron spikes ripping through his arms, the memory of those things was alive in him. He surveyed a faint, puckered scar on his forearm where a wrought iron spike had been driven through by a robed priest, his cowled eyes burning with anger and disgust—not for Kian, but for Varis. He turned his wrist and saw the same scar on the other side. Such a wound should have left him crippled, yet had not. There were other scars, faded and pale, crisscrossing over his skin, as if long healed.
How long would that have taken?
He had heard more than one tale of men grievously wounded in battle who had remained senseless and abed for years before coming awake.
Years … could it have been so long?
“You are awake then,” Hya said with a dry cackle. “Good. It saves me the effort of rousing your lazy bones.”
“How long have I been here?” Kian asked?
Hya stood with much effort, curiosity lighting her wizened features. “Less than an hour.”
Kian gasped. If he had been given the choice, he would have suggested weeks, if not months, had passed since he was thrown into the Pit, yet less than a full day had passed since Varis had done all he could to destroy him.
“How …” the unasked questioned disintegrated. He had been about to ask how he could have possibly been healed from what should have killed him, but like knowing where he was, he suddenly knew how it had happened. The powers of creation had been used to knit his flesh whole … and those powers had been wielded by
Ellonlef.
Hazad burst into the shop with the slam of a door and a soft but urgent cry of warning. A moment later he pushed into the room, looking frantic. Melting snow wetted his wild hair. When his eyes fell on Kian, his features split in a wide grin. Tears shone in the big man’s eyes, and he rushed to Kian’s side. Then, without warning, overcome with joy, he leaned over and kissed his captain on the brow. Smothering under the man’s drenched beard braids, Kian jabbed him in the ribs with a half-hearted curse. Despite the threat of danger, Kian could not shake the sensation of exultation he felt at being alive.
Azuri came next. He drew back the hood of his cloak, careful not to let the wet touch his skin. He surveyed the scene in an instant, stepped forward with a wry smirk, clasped hands with Kian, then stood back, composed.
“While I’m sure this bumbling lout would slobber on you the rest of the night,” he said, “we have no time. The House Guard, twenty or more mounted, is fast approaching. There is no doubt they know the general area they are looking for, but thank the gods, it seems they are not sure exactly where they are going. Despite that small mercy, we have but moments before they find us. We must depart.” This last he spoke to Hya.
Kian did not waste time wondering if he would be able to stand on his own. Taking a deep breath, he sat up. He felt a little weak, but there was a sense of strength deep in his bones that wanted to be unleashed. Unassisted, he got to his feet just as Ellonlef came into the room, confused by all the commotion. For the barest moment Kian’s eyes found hers. In that instant, a silent promise was made to speak later. For his part, Kian was not sure how he felt about what needed to be spoken between them, but he was exhilarated by the prospect. But he sensed that there were many dangers to face before that conversation took place—dangers that might not allow them to ever speak of those matters.
He pushed that aside. “I need clothes,” he said, “unless you expect me to run about naked, fighting like a Whitehold savage.”
Ellonlef blinked, then turned and rushed to another part of the shop, but not before Kian had seen the blush coloring her cheeks.
“There will be no fighting, Izutarian,” Hya said grimly. “You must flee Aradan.”
Kian’s face grew stern, and he shook his head. “What was begun, must be finished. Varis cannot be allowed to rule either as a man … or a god.”
“He nearly killed you the first time,” Hya admonished.
“I will not stop fighting him until either he is dead, or I am. He may have been born human, but he is no longer. He has become a demon. I would rather perish than accept his rule.”
Ellonlef returned with a armful of Kian’s clothes and a pair of spare boots. The clothing still bore the dust and sweat from the journey across the Kaliayth. Kian took the garb from her and began to dress, his movements further renewing his strength. He spoke without looking at Hya.
“Will you—can you—help us find a way into the palace, a secret way?”
Hya ground her few teeth together in frustration, but Kian sensed that she would help as she could, that she understood all too well the cost of failure.
“As I said before, I know a man who can get you free of Ammathor. That same man, I am sure, can get you into the palace. Whether he will help or not, only time will tell. The man of whom I speak is inclined to enjoy the advantages of troubles in distressed lands. Should you destroy Varis … well, that may prove a devastating blow to the commerce of all smugglers and lawbreakers.”
“Take us to him,” Kian said. “One way or another, he will aid us.” He was not keen on torturing, especially given his recent ordeal, but neither was he willing to risk Varis rising to the levels of power he sought.
Kian sat upon the edge of the bed to drag on his boots. As he pulled on the second, a flurry of shouts went up outdoors, sounding near. Hazad and Azuri spun as one, going out to see what was amiss.
“Are we in readiness?” Hya asked, urgently drawing on another robe, giving her the look of a gray tick fat on its latest feed.
Ellonlef nodded. “There was not much to pack, as we are wearing most of our clothing. As for provisions … I suppose there is no need of them now, not if we are to make for the palace.”
Kian shot her a fleeting glance. She did not speak as if afraid, or even resigned, and neither did she sound put off that he wished to confront Varis again. She might not be excited about the prospect, but she appeared fully aware of what was at stake, and resolved that there really was no choice.
Hazad and Azuri’s return focused Kian’s thoughts. Both men wore expressions of confused shock. Only then did the sounds outside penetrate Kian’s awareness. The clangor of steel crashing against steel rang in counterpoint to the screams of the dying and the enraged cries of the killers.
“Madness!” Hazad blurted, before Kian could utter a questioning word. “The House Guard is under attack from what looks to be soldiers of the Crimson Scorpion Legion—brothers of the sword fighting each other!”
Kian digested the news and guessed the implications. “Prince Sharaal’s men, come to reclaim his rightful seat on the Ivory Throne.”
“What’s more,” Azuri added dispassionately, “the denizens of the Chalice seem to have been swept up by the same bloody tide. They are attacking soldiers from the shadows—but only when they are not at each others’ throats, or burning and looting at will.” Only the animated light in Azuri’s eyes suggested he was moved by what he had seen.
It had been many years since Kian had seen that burning glow in his friend’s usually placid gaze. Marso it had been, when they were but children. They had inadvertently ventured into an area of the city controlled by a particularly ruthless band of cutthroats and thieves. The three of them had survived the encounter by using their wits and, for the first time in their lives, by using edged steel. If Azuri wore the same expression now, it gave proof to Hazad’s appraisal of what was going on.
Madness, the big man had said. For the denizens of the Chalice, no doubt such madness was brought on by hunger, desperation, and no small measure of greed … and for the soldiers of the Ivory Throne, perhaps something more motivated them. Though Varis’s cruel oppression was a new-birthed thing in Aradan, it must have engendered a greater sense of rebellious wrath in an already restive land. Even should he succeed, Kian understood that a grave change was coming on the hearts of all Aradaners—maybe all the world—a shift in men’s dealings with each other that could well alter the face of the nations.
“If Sharaal gave the order to attack his own city and men,” Kian said, “then he must also have no intention of extending mercy to his heir. With such strife, blood will fill the gutters.”
What the ultimate outcome would be, Kian could not guess, nor could he worry over it. For himself, he wanted to reach Varis before Sharaal, for only he could end Varis’s short rule.
“Lead us to your man,” Kian said to Hya, his tone soft but dangerous.




Chapter 45
 
 
   “You will need weapons,” Azuri advised.
Kian’s hand fell to his side, and he felt more naked than he had moments before.
Hya nodded toward the bed. “Under the mattress, you’ll find what you need—though it might not be what you want.”
Kian dragged the mattress off a layer of splintery gray slats. Shoving these aside, he saw the gleam of steel. More, he saw rust, in great amounts. He did not bother asking her why she would have such a collection. He took only as much time as he dared in choosing out a dagger and sword. Both had good weight and decent balance, as well as scabbards. Of their rust-pitted blades and cracked leather hilts, there was nothing for it. And besides, he was not sure just how much use they would get anyway. Against Varis, the powers that had created mankind, and perhaps the very universe, would be the weapon of choice. Kian offered up a wordless plea to the silent god, Pa’amadin, to grant him the wisdom and skill to wield such godly powers this time, where he had failed before.
At Kian’s nod, Azuri led them into the dim hallway, where they halted at the crash of a door kicked inward, then watched two grubby men edge into the shop. Lost in the shadows, Kian and the others remained hidden, preparing to ambush the shadowed figures. But before the intruders fully crossed the threshold, a shout turned them. Curses went up. A flash of steel—glowing orange from some unseen fire—streaked and slashed, and one of the men in the doorway let out a garbled squawk, reeling backward with blood gushing from his throat. His companion roared, made an ineffectual stabbing motion. His unseen foe parried the strike and countered smoothly, leaving the man shrieking, even as his sword and severed hand hit the floor with a clatter. An instant later, the screams were cut off by wet gagging noises, as the man choked on a foot of steel buried in his neck.
With quiet urgency, Kian turned the opposite direction and ordered the others after him. He did not retreat out of fear, but rather need. His battle was with Varis, not the rabble of the Chalice, the House Guard, nor Prince Sharaal’s forces.
Kian led his incongruous band into the makeshift stable. Without question, the air was colder than it had been when they arrived, colder than Kian could ever remember, even in Izutar. Their mounts’ rolling eyes reflected the orange light of nearby blazes whipped into infernos by howling winds.
Azuri squeezed past the others to peer out through a crack in the wall’s planks. “The fools are burning everything.”
“Madness!” Hazad said again, as that seemed accurate enough.
“Anyone in the alley?” Kian asked.
“No,” Azuri answered.
Kian did not hesitate. In one swift motion, he kicked the rickety door. Although just short moments before his strength had been in question, he now felt fully recovered, as if he had never been near death at all. The force of his blow ripped the hinges loose, and the snow-laden gale sent it flipping down the alley like a leaf.
“Do we ride or go afoot?” Kian asked sharply.
Hya, gaping at the chaos wrought by the storm and the hands of men, turned slowly. “By foot,” she said, pointing down the alley at a crumbling mud brick wall.
Kian dragged the borrowed dagger free of its scabbard, slashed the horses’ lead ropes, then swatted their rumps to send them out into the storm. He hoped that their pounding hooves would hide his company’s escape down the dead-end alley. He also prayed Hya had not lost her wits, and instead of escape was leading them into a trap.
Hya shook her head, and then moved with unexpected sprightliness into the biting storm, the others hard on her heels. Snow had already drifted against stacks of rubbish along the length of the alley, the pristine white speckled in brownish red grit and dark ashes. The bone-cracking chill shocked Kian’s mind to a preternatural clarity. He glanced about in anticipation of an attack. None came, but harried screams and shouts of command soared to them on the gale’s breath. Men and women ran hither and yon before the mouth of the alley, and their freed horses bowled over several people. No one stopped to help their fellows, and none looked down the alley.
Ellonlef moved to his side and drew her dagger. In the erratic light, a glimmer of ferocity shone in her eyes that he would have expected only in a hardened warrior. He could almost pity any enemy that might happen across her path. Unable to resist, he flashed her a smile, which she returned.
From behind, sounds of a brief, violent scuffle drifted out of the shop. A moment later, Azuri stepped free of the shadows, the end of his sword bloody. Shaking his head, he said, “We must be cautious. It seems the people of the Chalice have lost their minds to a sickness cured only by fighting.”
Hya motioned for the others to follow her. Hazad trailed her like a huge mastiff. At the end of the alley, she instructed him to heave aside a haphazard stack of rotting hides. Hazad slammed his sword into its scabbard, caught hold of a bundle, and hurled it aside. As Hazad labored, he revealed a small half-door set low in the brick wall. Its iron banding was rusted, the wood coated in ancient mold and fungus, but it looked strong and thick.
Once the way was clear, Hya produced a crude key and inserted it into a keyhole crusty with frozen slime. She tried to turn the key, but it would not budge. Hazad immediately squatted down, took the key in his fist, and cursed as he tried to turn the stubborn mechanism. After a vigorous rattle, it turned.
Behind them, a furious shout went up. Kian spun, as did Ellonlef. Azuri moved beside them, casual in his stance, his gaze merciless. A dozen howling men rushed forward like a pack of rabid wolves. Rabble they were, bearing knives and cudgels, their wrath fired by the mindless rioting. Kian had seen such crazed behavior before, and knew bloodlust had stolen their reason. Taking a wider stance, Kian made ready.
“Come!” Hya said sharply. She had to repeat the command twice more before Kian turned away from the fast-approaching mob. Hazad, his great bulk straining, heaved open the small iron door that lay just behind the outer wooden door. Rusted hinges shrieked in a voice higher and angrier than either the storm or the surging tide of murderers charging down the alley. Without pause for breath, Hazad turned, caught hold of Hya, and tossed her through the opening. He went after, straight into the face of her outraged curses.
Kian did not bother a second glance at the attackers, but rather spun Ellonlef around and propelled her toward the small dark opening. She vanished quicker than either Hazad or Hya, followed by Azuri.
The pounding of many feet rumbled the ground, maddened shouts filled the air. Kian dove headlong through the tiny doorway. He tumbled down a short flight of stone stairs, rolled a short way, and then shot to his feet. He rushed back the way he had come, lending his strength to Hazad’s in closing the iron door. A hand bearing a dagger poked through the shrinking gap, and bones broke with the sound of snapping twigs between mud brick and metal. The wielder screamed, the dagger clattered down the steps, and the mangled hand jerked out of sight.
After the door boomed shut, Hya’s voice rang out. “There is a bar to the right.”
From outside, heavy pounding shuddered the door. Hazad’s frantic curses told that he was searching for but not finding the bar. Then, as the door began to creak open under the press of the rioters, his oaths cut off in a shout of triumph. Kian was knocked sprawling when the man slammed his girth against the door and fumbled the bar into place. The pounding lasted for a time, but there was easier prey elsewhere, and the marauders gave up and went after it.
“Everyone stay where you are,” Hya ordered. “My warehouse is unkind to those who do not know how to navigate it without light.”
Kian waited in cold, lightless silence, as Hya shuffled through the gloom. After few moments, the gentle sounds of running water filled the chamber. Slowly, a faint amber luminescence grew brighter and brighter, showing a wide, low-ceilinged storage area. The water he had heard emptied from a crude spout into a long and winding trough that fed numerous firemoss lamps situated throughout the underground warehouse. While that was rather ingenious to his mind, what amazed him was the untold amount of loot stored in crates, barrels, or simply heaped up in wobbly piles. While a quick study told him none of the goods were worth much individually, taken as a whole, Hya was in truth quite wealthy.
Hya noted everyone gazing at the loot, then snorted quiet laughter.
“All this,” she said, motioning with a wave of her arm, “has been collected in payment over the many long years of my time here. The Chalice offers little in the way of enticement for an old woman, so I use what I need, and put the rest here.”
She got a faraway look in her eye then. “I had intended to sell it all and send the gold to Rida … now, I suppose that is a task I will never accomplish.”
Kian felt her sorrow, yet at the same time he felt a growing sense of urgency. Moment by moment, he was sure the tide was turning in favor of Varis.
Speaking gently, he said, “We must reach the palace, otherwise none of us, perhaps no one in the world, will ever finish put-off tasks, or any tasks, save those laid out by Varis.”
Hya scrubbed the sheen of tears from her eyes, and that distant expression was replaced by fierce determination. “You speak the truth, Izutarian. Come, follow me.”
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   Hya led them through the maze of stacked goods to the far side of the warehouse, and then climbed up a set of wooden stairs. She rattled a bolt and eased open a thick door, allowing the glow of leaping flames to filter past her. After a moment’s hesitation, she passed out of sight beyond the doorway, and Kian and the others hurried after.
The room beyond proved to be a hovel so dilapidated as to be unappealing to looters. Sometime past, a fire had gutted the small building, and the previous owner, perhaps Hya herself, had boarded up the windows. Rot had created wide gaps in the boards, allowing the light of the Chalice’s present burning to cast a lurid radiance over the dusty floors and walls of the tumbledown building.
Kian moved to a window and peered out. Men and women rushed by like animals fleeing crazed butchers at their heels. He had hoped the chaos had not spread so far. For all he knew, the Chalice and Ammathor both were beset by the desperate madness of the night.
“Hya,” he asked, “which way do we go?”
“Left out of the front door and down Wine Street,” she said, shaking her head in disgust at the sight of so much wanton carnage.
“Against
the flow,” Kian said, shaking his head. “We need horses, but without those …” He glanced around to Hazad.
Hazad rolled his eyes. “I will lead. The rest of you just make sure no one pokes my backside.”
All moved to the door facing Wine street and gathered behind the big man, Kian and Azuri placing Hya and Ellonlef between them and Hazad. Hazad looked back, received Kian’s nod and, with a bearish roar, kicked the boarded door, sending it and its splintered frame soaring into the street. In the general panic, few runners so much as glanced their way.
Then they were out, running into a maelstrom of wind and snow, screams, blood, fear, and raging fire. Hazad was a ram before them, battering aside anyone who came too close. The rest followed in a narrow cone bristling with sharp blades. Hazad halted them as a handful of howling riders charged past on lathered horses, their swords and cudgels falling at will. Their victims, old and young, rolled through the deepening snow, leaving trails of blood.
A battle cry turned the murderers, and a dozen mounted House Guard charged them. Outnumbered, they wheeled their mounts and galloped away. The guardsmen surged after, so intent on their prey that they did not see their true targets standing not twenty paces distant.
Hazad set off again, going this way or that under Hya’s guidance. Every turn revealed sprawled, bloody corpses and innumerable wounded littering streets and alleys. A screeching trull was assaulted by a pair of crazed brutes, while not three paces away one of her companions indifferently rifled through the pockets of a dead man. Farther off, a gathering of urchins was busy trying to break into a closed shop, even as another group was using torches to set afire whatever they could, apparently just to watch it burn. Mostly, however, people who could ran. Everywhere was madness, chaos, fury and terror.
“These
people
deserve Varis,” Kian growled, even as he broke from the group to strike off the arm of a bloated wretch of a man dragging a squalling naked girl of no more than ten years into an alley.
His pain muted by shock and wine, the man reeled, his stump pouring scarlet. His mouth yawned wide as if to protest, but Kian gave him neither a hearing nor mercy, and rammed his steel into the man’s filthy guts. As the brute sank to his knees, his one hand failing to hold back the roping spill of his innards, Kian searched for the girl. She was already gone, fled into the night. He gave a brief and silent prayer for her safety. Of the man who had been intent on raping her, he left him moaning in the snow. For him, Kian prayed that the bastard would suffer through the whole night before death stole him away.
Kian rejoined his companions, fury boiling in his chest. “Go!” he ordered, torn anew by the idea that he might well soon give his blood for people who deserved a life of chains and servitude. And if not for the little girl who had escaped, he might have changed his mind on the instant, and departed Ammathor and made for Izutar. But the girl, while he could not foresee her future, she at least deserved a
chance
at a better life, deserved to make the choices that would ruin her or bring her out of the sewers of the Chalice. Like her, and as he and Azuri and Hazad had been as children, there were countless others who were merely trying to survive in a merciless world. Varis would offer no choices, save to worship him or to perish.
The snow was falling faster and now lay ankle-deep. Above the dilapidated rooftops, wind-driven blazes tinted low, scudding clouds a baleful orange. Roiling smoke stung eyes and tightened throats. As they crossed one street, Kian saw the first soldiers under Prince Sharaal ride forth in a precise rank and file formation, their scarlet uniforms and flapping Crimson Scorpion banners making it seem as if they were on parade. Some bore lances, others swords, and still others rode with bows at the ready. They paid no heed to the swirling insanity, only rode north, pushing their adversaries under Varis’s command hard toward their ultimate objective—their master’s usurped throne. Before they reached their destination, Kian knew, they would fully meet Varis’s men and do battle. And such a battle, that of brothers-in-arms fighting each other under the command of a warring father and son, would leave a bitter regret in their ranks that would last a generation, no matter who triumphed.
Kian pushed that aside. His intent was to reach and destroy Varis, for the greater good of all men. Despite himself, he nearly laughed at that. He was a survivor, a man of battle and steel, a man of honor and duty even, but he was no hero as told of in a stories. He went because he must … for he was the only man on the face of the world who could.
After running from shadow to shadow for what felt like hours, Hya ordered them into the lightless throat of an alley that ran at a right angle to the storm’s ferocity, giving them a measure of relief from the stinging white gale. The others peered at her with concern, as she collapsed against a wall.
“Are you well?” Hazad asked. “Should I carry you?”
“I am well enough,” Hya gasped. “Just old and tired. As to toting me about like a sack of potatoes, there is no need. We are nearly there.”
“Down!”
Ellonlef cried.
Kian threw himself flat just as a hail of arrows clattered against the wall where Hya had been standing a moment before. If not for the screen of swirling snow, the archers would have pinned them all. Gleefully calling out, as if murder was but a pleasurable game, the attackers galloped off into the night.
“By Memokk’s stones!” Hazad hissed, as he jerked his head out of a deep snowdrift. Frozen stiff, his beard braids poked out at all angles, like crusty white adders.
Kian scrambled to his feet with an enraged grunt, squinted into the storm as more riders charged past the mouth of the alley. The riders loosed flaming arrows at windowed shops along the street. Where flame kissed wood, infernos followed, eating quickly and hungrily. Soon, the whole of the Chalice would become a pyre.
“If we do not reach these friends of your soon,” Azuri said flatly, “they will be roasted alive before we can use their
services.”
With a look of weary sadness in her eyes at the spreading pandemonium, Hya nodded. “Cross the street before us. Keep on as straight as possible, until I say otherwise.”
They continued, now matching their pace to the old woman’s. After many more twists and turns through the warren of streets and alleys, the worst of the fires and bloodletting fell behind, and they came to the northern edge of the district. Around them, massive mud-brick storehouses sprouted like fortresses. It was the only place where the lives of people from Ammathor and the Chalice overlapped. Here, bands of criminals propped themselves up as merchants, and kept their strongholds amid the common wares of the realm.
Hya continued to direct their course but she was flagging, growing confused, and more often than not led them down alleys that ended at brick walls. After taking a long, deliberate moment to get her bearings, Hya eventually led them to the mouth of yet another alley, this one cluttered with all manner of crates, pallets, and wine casks. To Kian, it looked like any of the other places she had led them, and his heart began to sink.
Unperturbed by the skeptical faces surrounding her, Hya nodded in satisfaction as she peered at the broad doors end of the alley. After a moment of contemplation, she advised, “If things go wrong, do not hesitate to kill every last one of these wretched fools.”
“I thought they were your trusted friends?” Hazad blurted.
“This night, I have seen the true manner of
friends
in the Chalice. We can trust no one. Besides, I never said that I
trusted
them, least of all the man I seek.”




Chapter 47
 
 
   The sound of approaching riders grew loud too quickly. Kian and the others sprinted down the alley as far as they dared, then threw themselves behind any available cover. Kian ended up sheltering at the back a wobbly pyramid of casks. Through a gap he saw a passing rider—one of the House Guard, by his green and gold cloak, and presumably a lead scout—glance down the alley, then abruptly jerk on the reins, his horse skidding to a halt. Leaning over, the warrior stared at the ground. The storm had provided cover before, but now marked out Kian and the others by the fresh tracks left in their wake.
For a heartbeat it seemed that the guardsman would ride on, but then those trailing behind him, along with their leader, came into view and drew rein. There was a long moment of conversation, then all eyes turned to study the alley. All wore the green and gold cloaks of the House Guard, marking them as Varis’s men.
The leader, a master of spears by the triple-knotted scarlet cord of rank on his shoulder, kicked his mount past the scout. Sword already in hand, he raised it up. “Show yourselves!”
Kian gritted his teeth in frustration. There was simply no time for this nonsense. He tensed, then stood in one smooth motion, his own sword bared and ready. Borrowed though it was, and dull besides, it felt good in his hand. “I am the one you seek, though it would be best if you moved on, and told the demon-spawned fool you call
king
that you could not find me.”
“Such is not my desire,” the master of spears said. By the glint in his eyes, he had given himself over to Varis’s rule heart, body, and soul. Without question, Varis had promised much to those who remained loyal.
With a shrug, Kian thumbed the edge of his sword; it was sharper than it looked. “Come for me then, and learn the bitterness of your own death sooner than you might have otherwise.” The man’s glare shone with hatred. “Take him alive for the sport of King Varis!”
At once, a handful of guardsmen surged forward, not one with a look in his eye that suggested they had any intention of following their leader’s command to keep Kian alive. As Kian settled into a guarded stance, ready to cleave spirit from flesh of the first fool to attack, a clamor went up behind him. Ellonlef screamed, and before Kian could look about, rough hands caught his shoulders and hauled him backward. Both Hazad and Azuri spewed curses. Hya said nothing. Kian struggled in vain, heels dragging through the snow. He only ceased when the pair of heavy doors slammed shut on the night, barring the storm and Varis’s henchmen from sight.
Just as Kian was recovering his footing, the hands supporting him withdrew, and he tumbled to the dusty floor. At the same instant, a dozen or more steel arrowheads thudded against the closed doors. A few punched through, sending splinters flying. As his captors backed away, two other men, one stocky and the other merely fat, hacked the intruding arrowheads away with short swords, then hastily dropped a thick wooden beam into a set of iron brackets to bar the doors. Even as the hooves of the warhorses began pounding the doors, the men placed two more beams into brackets set lower and higher than the first.
Kian jumped to his feet, sword slashing in a tight, deadly pattern to ensure no one came too near. Besides the shouts and thuds from without, the warehouse was silent. Two score rough men and women holding torches aloft stared at Kian and his fellows with a mingling of curiosity and contempt. Overhead, a dozen or more skinny children sat upon sagging rafters, eyes overly wide in their hungry faces. Stacked everywhere in the storehouse were towering mountains of everything from bolts of silk and wool, to casks of ale and wine and
jagdah, to bound bushels of dried firemoss and
swatarin. This last filled the air with a heady fragrance.
A tall thin man draped in ratty, pale green robes stepped forward. He peered at the newcomers over a nose that was long and sharply hooked. After a quick study that ended on Hya, he offered a humorless and wholly unwelcoming smile full of small, pegged teeth.
“O’naal,” Hya said, “it appears that you are my rescuer this night. Such is a change from the many times I have had to tease life back into your veins.”
O’naal’s narrow-set black eyes were twin points of night that showed much cunning and little mercy. In a light, mocking voice, he said, “Sister Hya, as I have promised before, I am forever in your debt. However, these others … well, they are strangers to me, and so must be deemed trespassers. While the Chalice is a den of unlawfulness, it does have its rules and consequences—as you well know.”
Hya harrumphed. “They are with me, you scrawny wretch. The big one is Hazad, the pretty one is Azuri.” She nodded at Ellonlef then, “She is a fellow Sister of Najihar. The last is Kian. They … we …
I
need your help to gain access to the palace.”
At the mention of Kian’s name, O’naal’s long face grew thoughtful. “I had heard that our new and great king had given over an ice-born barbarian of that name to the Priests of Attandaeus for torturing. After they had their way with him and sent him to the Pit, a pack of rabble-rousers somehow managed to set him free. While the story of getting free of the Pit is hard enough to imagine, what I find even more unbelievable is that you could be that same man, who was said to have been tortured near unto death. Unless, of course, the priests of the Watcher Who Judges have gotten soft with their ministrations.”
“It is enough to say that I was tortured, and that my companions ensured my escape,” Kian growled. “Now, it is in your best interest to help us, and the sooner the better.”
O’naal turned his head. “Help you? I’m afraid that may be difficult.”
Kian’s sword was still firmly in hand, but unless he intended to kill O’naal, and then die with his friends, it was useless. “Then why did you spare us?”
O’naal frowned at the thuds against the door. “As I said, I am indebted to Hya, and it so happens that I despise being a debtor. That, now, has been seen to by my estimation … yet this other task, well… .”
“You expect
payment,” Kian said in disgust, but closed his lips on anything else. Recompense, even if coerced, was acceptable if it meant he could get to Varis.
“I’m glad we see things the same,” O’naal said. “And if I am not promised the proper degree of compensation, I expect King Varis will reward me with both gold and a vision of your head on a pike.” A few hard chuckles met this.
Before Kian could utter a word, Hya asked, “What is your price?”
“One hundred aridols,” O’naal answered promptly. “And mind that they are minted in the image of our befallen Simiis—his grandson, it seems to me, might well be the sort of sovereign to mingle gold with brass, and take the head of any honest man who voices a concern.”
“Thrones have been bought for less,” Hya said evenly, “but you will have it. You have seen but a tenth part of my wealth, which I have
earned
over the years, so you know I can pay. Now, lead us to the palace by your secret ways.”
“I suggest you and your followers join us,” Kian said, thinking he would rather have the scoundrel at his side than at his back, where the temptation to betray him might become overwhelming. “If you do not come along, you will surely die.”
O’naal burst out laughing, a queer, high-pitched giggle. “And how, exactly, would that come to pass?”
“By the very hands of those you pulled us from. What’s more, this shelter is doomed. If it has failed to catch your eye, the whole of the Chalice is burning—”
“It’s true!”
a young boy high in the rafters shouted down. “I just seen the Boar’s Belly catch!”
Kian let that sink in and then went on, more grateful for that child’s shout than the boy would ever know. “By dawn, those who have not fled will be dead … or in chains, marching to some slave mine. Every step of the way, your backs will taste the lash. Better that you stay close to me and out of sight, until I kill Varis.”
Behind Kian, the booms continued at the doors, and the first cracks were showing in the timbers. O’naal glanced at the doors with growing concern on his gaunt features. A loud cracking noise decided him.
“Very well,” he said, almost choking on the words in his haste.
“I suggest we
all
depart,” Kian said.
“All?”
O’naal repeated. He turned and waved his hand. “These are Chalice folk. They can make their own way, and be happier for it.”
Voices rose in protest, and O’naal blanched. “All, then,” he consented.
Not wasting time, he then called several men to his side, and they bowed their heads together. After a moment, his underlings ran into the shadows farther back in the warehouse. O’naal glanced at Kian and the others with something close to hatred pinching his lean features. Kian slammed his sword into its worn scabbard and smiled pleasantly. The rogue turned away with a snort.
From the darkness came the strident squeal of rusted hinges opening. O’naal spoke with unconcealed disgust. “Come, my people, we are about to taste the lavish splendor of the palace.”
He motioned Kian and the others to follow, gliding along like a ghost, as the gloom gradually swallowed them into a well of murk. A moment later, O’naal vanished from sight, seeming to sink into the ground. Before Kian could say anything, a fat man covered in layers of grime stood at his side bearing a torch. The flickering light showed a small black square in the floor. Around the hole sat several stacks of crates. The hidden door itself had several rolled rugs roped to it, the tattered ends far overreaching the edges of the door. From the underside of the door, a chain descended into the gloom.
O’naal’s voice floated up from far below. “Get down here, you sister-loving fool! I do not fancy having rats gnaw at my ankles, while you stand there gawking.”
The torchbearer hunched his shoulders at the insult, but tossed the torch down with something more shrewd turning his lips than an idiot’s grin. O’naal squawked, then cursed in anger. Quietly snickering, the filthy rotund man clambered down the ladder, indifferent to the verbal abuse hurled his way.
Ellonlef gave Kian a look that seemed to ask if he was sure this was the road he truly wanted to take, and he nodded in answer. Dropping her eyes in acceptance, she followed Azuri and Hazad. Kian came after, carefully descending the shaky ladder into the underground passage.
It took some time for all of the Chalice folk to make their way down, but those last moved much faster than had those before, compelled by the crashing racket above.
“They are almost through the doors,” the last man warned from his perch on a rung just below the opening in the floor, even as he hastily lowered several bundles of unlit torches. After, he closed the trapdoor with a boom. Amid a cloud of sifting dust the man scrabbled down, coughing as he came. Kian guessed the carpets strapped to the door would hide the passage, at least for a while, and then only if the guardsmen were lax in their search.
“Until a moment ago, only those I trusted the most knew of this passage,” O’naal said to Kian and Hya, grinding his teeth.
“Given that you will live out this night with your head still attached to your neck,” Kian said, “the death of your secret is worth it, wouldn’t you agree?”
With a doubting scowl, O’naal turned and snatched a torch away from the soiled fat man, and moved deeper into the tunnel. Kian and his companions joined him, with the rest of the rabble coming after. Soon, all the shuffling feet kicked up a gritty fog, giving the torches yellowed auras, and forcing all to wrap whatever scraps of cloth were available around their mouths and noses.
Kian strode along in silence. Varis waited ahead. One or the other of them, perhaps both, would die this night. No matter what happened, he was ready. He did not see Ellonlef’s frequent, troubled glances in his direction. He had a purpose, a
destiny
some fool of a poet might say, and on that he rested his thoughts and his will.




Chapter 48
 
 
   The underground passages wandered about like a nest of serpents, randomly wending this way and that in no obvious pattern or purpose. Near on a thousand years gone, they had been gouged from the bedrock beneath Ammathor by slaves seeking any precious stone, silver, and gold. Kian was grateful that he could recall little of the Pit, for while the warrens were separate, they were of the same nature.
After perhaps an hour, O’naal led them into a large vault and moved to a ladder that climbed twenty feet or more before vanishing into the heavy blackness beyond the torchlight. He motioned to Kian.
“There is a trapdoor above. Open it, and you’ll find yourself in a secret corridor within the palace walls—it’s as much of a warren as these tunnels, but they offer access to the whole of the palace. Few know of those ways anymore, so you have little fear of being found out … but, of course, caution is always in order.”
“You are not coming?” Kian asked.
“No, he is not,” Hya said in answer, “and neither am I. This is your task, and that of your companions. Should you fail, there is nothing
anyone
can do.” O’naal arched a speculative eyebrow at that, but did not ask what the old woman might mean.
Hya took Ellonlef’s hand. “I will not try to turn you away from this task, but I beg, please be careful. There are too few of us left to risk even one.”
Ellonlef offered the woman a reassuring smile.
“Throughout the passage are peepholes that you can use to find your way,” O’naal said. “As well, there are firemoss lamps near the top of the ladder, along with a cistern of water to set them alight.”
Kian looked about for a brief moment, seeing the many faces peering back. He then glanced at his companions. “Wait here until I signal you.”
“Just as long as you
do
signal us,” Azuri said. “Do not get it into your mind to again go alone after Varis.”
Kian nodded gravely, though he silently cursed his friend’s insight. In truth, however, he knew he would need them. He felt confident that the powers of creation he had gained back when Ellonlef healed him were enough to fully protect him from Varis, but he could not know if they were enough to best the youth. The most he could hope was that his small company would be able to confound Varis enough to lay deadly snares for him, perhaps draw him into a battle of flesh and steel.
Knowing further delay would only breed doubts, he turned and climbed the ladder. At the top he came to a trapdoor, eased it open, and scrambled up into surprisingly cold darkness that smelled of old dust and rat droppings. He paused there, sword drawn, idly wondering at the chill. It seemed that Varis cared not if the palace wanted for heat. Pushing that aside, he concentrated on the unlighted surroundings. No enemies showed themselves, all was quiet—too quiet, given that Varis’s father was marching on the city. To Kian’s mind, servants and soldiers should have been making ready, their actions loud even behind the walls. Instead, he heard nothing save his own heartbeat.
Kian searched the darkness until his hands found the cistern O’naal had described. A moment more, and he had the hemp handle of a small firemoss lamp in hand. He pulled the cork from the lamp’s top, used a dipper to pour water into the opening. Within heartbeats, the lamp began glowing with a bright amber radiance. He waved it over the opening. Azuri popped into view after several moments, followed by Ellonlef and Hazad.
“Where do you expect Varis to be?” Ellonlef asked, a touch breathlessly. Fear did not shine in her dark eyes, but rather expectation.
Kian could see Varis in his mind’s eye. “He will be resting his scrawny backside on the Ivory Throne.”
“How do we get there from here?” Hazad muttered.
Kian looked this way and that, trying to imagine what waited in the gloom beyond the radiance of firemoss, wondering if he should call on O’naal for direction. Just as he was about to call down into the vault, he became fully aware of a strange sensation that drew his attention in a particular direction. Or, rather, he considered,
repelling
him was a better description. After a moment’s consideration, he
knew
Varis waited that way. Following that feeling, Kian nodded to the left, his insides queasy at the mere thought of going that direction. “There,” he said through gritted teeth.




Chapter 49
 
 
   Letting his feet, heart, and churning insides guide him, Kian and his band moved through dark corridors different from the underground warrens in that the dusty walls were smooth, straight, and made of granite and mud brick, rather than haphazardly hewn from bedrock.
Every step he took the more his guts roiled, as if sensing some foulness, a black poison. He was not sure if it was his mind playing tricks, or if it was some acquired instinct grown strong from his dealings with Varis, but he had little choice but to trust in those sensations. After some time spent creeping through the dark, Kian abruptly halted and raised the lamp.
There before his face, set into the wall, was a small panel of wood with a delicate knob attached to its center. They had passed several of these peepholes along the way, but unlike all the others, this one had small hidden door that let into the room on the other side, the room, Kian’s instincts told him, was the heart of Aradan, the Golden Hall.
He handed off the lamp with a quiet word to hood the light. Azuri used his cloak to do as bidden. Once darkness fell, Kian grasped the tiny wooden knob. Taking a deep, steadying breath, he gently eased the panel to one side along an age-worn track, revealing a pinprick of light that shone in the dark like a star hung in the heavens. Leaning close, Kian peered through and looked upon the Golden Hall, the throne room and seat of power of Aradan since the fall of the Suanahad Empire. Because of the hall’s renown, Kian had little trouble indentifying what he saw.
Shadows dominated the hall for the most part, the only light coming from a few firemoss globes nested in golden tripod lamp stands. The Ivory Throne itself sat atop a high dais. Its sapphires and fire opals, set in the tusks and eye sockets of the strange beasts that made up the great chair, seemed to glint with menace. A massive table was centered in the hall, with what appeared to be a huge map covering its surface. Of Varis, he was surprised to see no immediate sign, but he sensed that the youth was near, perhaps just out of sight. In absolute silence, Kian waited, if only because he felt he should.
But that was a lie. The real reason, which was hard to admit, was that he feared the disturbing sensations gripping his heart, and the very real threat and remembered pains of what Varis had recently ordered done to him. Looking back over the last season, he realized
something
had always been just out of sight, waiting, marking the perfect time to attack. Strangely, he did not feel that Varis was the source of that particular threat.
Even as this thought passed through his consciousness, a door opened and closed, and a muffled greeting filled the hall. Then the newly arrived messenger began speaking. Kian pushed all other considerations aside and listened.
“Lord Marshal Yagaal,” came Varis’s voice, “what word of my father’s attack?” There was more than a hint of annoyed boredom in the young king’s tone, as if the idea that his own father would seek to launch a strike against Ammathor, and by extension his own son, was but a trifling thing, a buzzing fly that needed shooing.
Yagaal moved into view at the head of the great table. He swept back his flowing cloak of green and gold, knelt, and bowed his head. Varis seemed to materialize from nowhere, clad in scarlet robes, as he had been in the Gray Hall. “Enough groveling, Yagaal,” Varis snapped. “What word do you bring?”
Yagaal stood, the planes of his face made stern by shadow. When he spoke, his tone was clipped, as if delivering a message that left a foul taste on his tongue. “The Chalice is burning, from one end to the other. The rabble have gone mad, razing and looting at will. Sometimes they attack our forces, other times Prince Sharaal’s, and more often than not, each other. So far, this chaos has stalled Sharaal’s advance. But, Sire, the Crimson Scorpions under his command are the finest legion ever fielded. It is only a matter of time before they put down the Chalice hordes and your forces, and begin driving against Ammathor and the palace. Those you command cannot hope to do more than delay your father’s march by perishing slowly.” This last seemed more a question than a statement, as if Yagaal wondered what, if anything, Varis had in mind for defense or counterattack. The king’s answer appeared not to please Yagaal.
“So be it,” Varis said dismissively. “Let my rebellious father and his traitorous army come. What else have you?”
Yagaal’s nostrils flared in anger, his whole body rigid. What he said next suggested a discontented anger had been building in him for some time. “Pardon, Sire,
what else would you have of me?
My men, who have been starving for weeks, despite your promise of bread, are being slaughtered by their brothers-in-arms as we speak—men I have trained, men I have fought beside against the kingdom’s enemies, men who believed and feared you … and here you sit, safe in the palace, commanding the hunt for a particular Izutarian, even as Ammathor falls down around your feet. I, and my men, were fools to trust your lies …
kingslayer.”
The last word hung in the air. Whispered though it had been, it served as a final, defiant cry to the rest. While Kian had never served Aradan or any other kingdom in the capacity of a sworn soldier, he understood all too well that men of such rank as lord marshal did not rise so far without a strong sense of discretion. The absence of such prudence in Yagaal surely meant that those under the lord marshal’s command had reached a point that they would no longer fight for their usurping king.
Silence held, even as wrath twisted Varis’s features into a mask of contemptuous hatred so deep as to be felt. His eyes changed from dark to glowing white, and too his skin grew luminescent. Yagaal shifted his weight, made to back away, then went still. He looked determined, if trembling in fear, and his hand fell to his sword hilt. His was the face of a man who knew he was about to die, but who knew as well that his would be a righteous death.
A sensation of power unleashed filled Kian, mingled with the icy calm that always overcame him in the face of coming battle. He could not know if he would survive the following moments, but that was insignificant in a mind bent on destroying his foe, the enemy of all the world.
Without conscious thought, with no plan of action, he drew his sword, moved to the narrow door, and threw it open with a crash. He strode into the Golden Hall with Hazad, Azuri, and Ellonlef at his back—an ineffectual army to stand against a god made flesh.




Chapter 50
 
 
   When Varis turned his fiery gaze toward Kian, the golden radiance of his face contorted with astonishment.
“You!”
he barked, his resonant voice thundering through the hall. In the same instant, a blast of indigo fire blossomed from thin air and streaked across the distance.
Kian had no time to react. The growing mass struck him square, forcing him back a faltering step … then burst apart and dissipated into crackling streamers. Even as he recognized Varis’s failure, the sensation of power grew in Kian, seeking escape. By instinct alone, he held back that flood, letting it grow, become more vital, more
potent. He would release it soon, but not yet.
Yagaal had drawn his sword and spun at Kian’s unexpected entrance into the Golden Hall. Gaping now in confusion at what he had just seen, his sword clattered against the marble tiles. For a moment, he stood frozen. Then, without warning, he fell face down before Kian.
“I give myself and my sword into your hand!” he cried. He inched forward on his belly, fingers grasping for Kian’s feet.
Varis stared on the scene with his unnatural eyes. He made no move to punish his treacherous servant, or to attack Kian and his band. Neither did he seem to fear the approaching conflict. If anything, Kian sensed that he was restraining his power as well.
With the tip of his sword, Azuri stopped the lord marshal short of touching Kian. “If you wish to live,” he said, “take word to those who will stand with the rightful king, Sharaal, and rid the palace of any who think to curry favor with this deceiver—” he shot a hard glance toward Varis “—this false god.”
Dismissing Azuri and Yagaal, Kian locked gazes with Varis, his heart beating fast. The desire for justice rose up in him. Varis had had a direct hand in killing thousands, and his freeing of the
mahk’lar
had surely condemned many times more. That last, Kian knew, would trouble the world of men for generations, if not for eternity.
Kian started forward, a stalking beast. He would not make the mistake of sparing Varis again. It nearly sickened him to imagine what he wanted to do to Varis, and at the same time, those lethal desires filled his heart with a sinister joy—
Then Ellonlef was before him, her beauty and concern cracking his shell of mounting hatred. She said nothing, but mutely urged him to be vigilant. Despite the storm of vehemence rising from the hollows of his mind, another part of Kian wanted to caress her face, kiss her, to flee this vile place and seek a life of peace far, far away.
A sudden clatter broke the spell between them, as Yagaal abruptly leapt to his feet. Before Azuri or Hazad could restrain the lord marshal, he charged Varis, sword raised high. Varis, who had been observing Kian and Ellonlef, turned his godly countenance upon Yagaal, teeth bared in a hideous grin.
“He must die!”
Yagaal cried, his sword descending toward Varis’s unshielded neck.
The moment stretched out before Kian. He seemed frozen to the spot, a forced observer, yet all else was in motion.
Yagaal’s sword flashed as it fell. At the same moment, a skein of ebon filaments, snapping with unimaginable energy, flew from Varis’s skin, waving threads finer than a spider’s weaving. Those deadly strings carved through the air and fell first on Yagaal, then Ellonlef, then Azuri and Hazad. Some few sought Kian, but the powers of creation raging within his own veins held them at bay. And still, Kian could not move.
Ellonlef’s eyes widened as those filaments fell upon her and sank in, wasting her, devouring her from the inside out, despoiling once smooth skin, aging her beauty as with a terrible disease. Hazad, Azuri, and Yagaal fared no better.
Kian began to move, but now all else was shifting and changing faster than thought. He seemed caught in a nightmare in which he was struggling through jelled air.
As Ellonlef’s gaze flared wider, the whites of her eyes filled with black webs. She began to scream, a hoarse wail, as did Kian’s friends and Yagaal. Kian cried with them, his voice lost to his ears. He willed his limbs to move toward some action, no matter how futile. Ellonlef’s shrieks destroyed him where Varis’s atrocious powers could not, filled his soul with a mind-bending guilt that scoured away all thoughts of vengeance. The torture of his companions became his own, ravaging him.
They fell, one by one. Yagaal reeled, gagging on a stream of boiling blood. When his hip struck the edge of the map-bearing table, he simply burst apart in a shower of disarticulated limbs and steaming liquid that splashed with a hiss over the floor. Hazad dropped to his knees, his huge size made small and insignificant by his terrible wasting. His hair and beard fell out in smoldering clumps, his thick bones shoved through yellowed parchment skin, covered all over in splitting lesions. His once great strength failed him and he toppled, a desiccated husk barely recognizable as a man. Azuri and Ellonlef both burst into flame, the chaotic fires of their burning the hue of a madman’s vision of a rainbow. Both fell dead and stiff as stone, thumping against the marble tiles like so much charred wood.
Only then did Varis rein in his power, drawing back his appalling destruction into himself. He laughed, a deafening rumble that battered Kian to his knees. Seeing only what remained of Ellonlef, tears streaming from his eyes, Kian knelt there, hands reaching. A high keening noise filled his ears, resonating to the depths of his marrow. The sound came from him, the despairing cry of a small animal caught in a strangling snare, unable to escape the approaching hunter. He would perish. He saw no reason to resist, had no desire to stand against his enemy, not when he was dead in sprit already.




Chapter 51
 
 
   From every door, soldiers burst into the Golden Hall, weapons poised for battle. Whatever they had expected, it was not what they saw. As one, they halted, mouths open, confusion written on their faces. Kian sensed their presence and dismissed them. Dismay and loss were at the center of his being, burrowing deeper into him as he knelt before the smirking hunter, the gleeful destroyer.
But Kian paid no more heed to Varis than he did to the staring soldiers. In his mind’s eye he saw only an image of Ellonlef, as she had been. What she was now, a charred heap, did not exist. A voice raved in his head, telling him her death was a lie, a delusion. She was not dead, and neither were Hazad and Azuri. Kian’s mind rebelled, conjuring separate visions from his memories, creating something new and wonderful, a fiction he clung to and built up. Amid that created reality there came a peace.
But that peace was born of a lie, a wishful illusion, and he knew it, deep down he knew it as he knew his own name. Varis had not just destroyed all that he loved, but had
defiled
it.
As I draw breath, so I will remember them as they were,
Kian thought, rousing himself. Self-deception had never been a refuge for him, and he could not afford to let it be now.
His eyes rose and he found the stares of the gathered soldiers upon him. He gazed back, unflinching, searing tears coursing over his stubbled cheeks. A rising fury swarmed over his sorrow. Swiftly, all that was left of compassion in him froze solid, became like a lump of fire-blackened iron.
“Kill him!” Varis ordered, glowing eyes narrowed with what could only be apprehension.
Kian now focused on Varis, wondering at this change. Just moments before, Varis had seemed intent on crushing Kian himself, confident that he could destroy him, but now something was different.
He senses the same powers in me that I sense in him,
Kian understood, the building rage sweeping remorse from his mind, allowing a deadly clarity. Unlike Varis, Kian no longer feared for his life, because his existence was now without meaning. To perish was a blessing, to live without his companions, without Ellonlef, was a curse.
“Kill me yourself,
god king,” Kian said, his voice taunting. He stood up, his fist gripped the hilt of his sword, tightened until the knuckles turned white. He offered Varis a ruthless smile and strode toward him at a determined, deadly pace.”Destroy me with your own steel, usurper, kingslayer,” he invited.
“Stop him!”
Varis shrieked, inching away, his former confidence having fled.
“Men of Aradan, you know this impostor is not your rightful king,” Kian said to the motionless soldiers. “Your sovereign is King Sharaal, who even now stands at the city gates, drawing those loyal to him … and destroying all traitors. Choose well where you place your loyalties. Choose fittingly and live, or side with this accursed, hell-spawned demon, and perish.”
The soldiers looked uncertainly among themselves, weighing Kian’s words. In short order, one man moved to leave, then the others quickly followed. One by one, they backed away from defending Varis, moved beyond the Golden Hall.
“Where are you going?” Varis howled, even as the doors boomed shut.
Kian looked on Varis with open contempt. “You cannot best me with the powers of creation, so fill your hand with steel, that I might at least gain some honor in executing an armed man. Or not,” he added with a dismissive shrug. “But know that I intend to cut you down. Fighting or cowering, I will carve out whatever abominable life exists in you.”
Varis, yet a godly figure shining as though the sun were alight within his flesh, considered this only a moment, then hastily took up Yagaal’s sword. With deadly steel in his hands, he seemed more confident.
“You cannot win this, Izutarian,” Varis grated, even as he lunged.
Kian caught Varis’s blade against his own, the steel ringing loudly. With an almost casual air, he slid his dagger into Varis’s ribs, twisted, and kicked him loose.
Varis staggered back, looking with momentary shock at the black blood seeping from the wound. A heartbeat later, the wound began to knit itself together, and his astonishment gave way to an arrogant smirk. “And you thought this would be easy?” Varis laughed.
The sight of such a dark miracle slid across Kian’s consciousness, but left him unruffled. If need be, he would hack Varis apart, piece by piece, and then take off his head. In the face of this consideration, Kian felt a strange stirring over his skin, as if invisible feathers made from frost were brushing over him. Beyond the Golden Hall, men began to cry out. Those wails grew weaker and more pained by the heartbeat, while others quickly receded, as if the crier had taken flight. While he knew not the how of it, Kian reasoned that Varis’s strength lay in the stealing of another’s life. There was something of great importance to that, but all at once Varis attacked, stronger and more skilled than Kian would have believed.
In three heartbeats, the battle degenerated into a wild flurry of slashing blades and ringing steel. The youth was not unskilled, but more than that, in his limbs he carried the unflagging strength of other men. Every advantage of size and skill and ruthlessness Kian possessed was easily matched by Varis, and more.
As Kian’s potency began to wane, Varis seemed to grow even stronger. Then, after a blinding flurry of attacks and counterstrikes, Varis’s sword smashed into Kian’s, and the aged steel Hya had gifted to him proved no match against metal forged by the king’s smiths. Kian’s blade shattered like so much rotten ice, flying shards ringing dully against marble tiles. Kian hurled the useless hilt at Varis’s face. Varis contemptuously batted the projectile away and pressed ahead, unrelenting.
Wielding only a dagger, Kian fell back, gasping, sensing the sands that measured his life were coming to a swift end. As he fought on, wrath continued to fill him, replacing his sense of weakness. He cared not for his own life, but only the desire to exact revenge and deliver justice on Varis for all the evil he had done.
Kian’s fury proved impotent against Varis’s unrelenting onslaught. Moment by moment, Varis grew stronger, while Kian was left gasping, barely able to deflect Varis’s attacks.
Then Kian missed a step and staggered, exposing himself to any number of killing blows. Varis hesitated just long enough to flash a triumphant smile. It was then that Kian struck, taking advantage of the his enemy’s arrogance. Without hesitation, Kian rammed the dagger into Varis’s groin, pulled back, then plunged the steel into his chest. His third attack came from a hooking fist delivered, with all his considerable weight and desperate strength, to Varis’s cheekbone.
Momentarily stunned beyond the reach of his godlike powers, Varis fumbled his sword and reeled, black blood pouring from three separate wounds. Kian snatched up the fallen weapon and pressed his attack, but slipped in his haste to get at Varis, and slid across the polished floor on his knees.
Dazed but not yet out of the fight, Varis’s dagger flashed into view. He came at a run, blade whirling. Kian just managed to knock the dagger aside, driving it upward, and the tip raked his cheek and climbed into his scalp, clipping off a piece of his ear as it went. Blood poured in a hot scarlet wave over his face, but he felt nothing of pain. Still on his knees, Kian swung his new sword awkwardly but brutally. The edge of that keen blade parted flesh, and he instantly twisted his grip and reversed the attack, slamming the rounded pommel against Varis’s lips.
With a bubbling squeal, Varis fell back, bloody tongue pinched grotesquely through shattered teeth. With his free hand he clutched at his throat, a look of utter incredulity blooming on his features. Foul blood squeezed out through his clenched fingers—then began to pour.
Kian struggled to his feet, intending to finish Varis, but the grumble of breaking stone alerted him to some new danger. Before he could look a rough, snaky band wrapped about his neck. The smell of green wood assailed his nostrils even as he was lifted and tossed through the air like a child’s toy. He soared, flailing for some kind of balance, desperately holding onto Varis’s sword. He crashed down atop the great table centered in the Golden Hall, his bloody face leaving a wide crimson smear across the vellum map. In a floundering scrabble, he toppled off the table’s far edge. The breath exploded from his lungs when he smashed through a chair, leaving him to thrash about amid a tangle of broken wood and rich padding.
A gurgling wet hiss and the crash of chairs being violently thrown aside warned Kian that Varis was coming. Even as he fought to regain his feet, gulping each breath, he searched for a better place from which to defend himself. To his dismay, his wide stare locked on what had assailed him. A dark and malignant creation, skinned in a hide of tree bark, had burst from the floor and was writhing from side to side in his direction. Horrified, Kian recognized the thing for what it was—another root-serpent, covered all over with emerald eyes and hoary bark. This creature was not of the soil of the Qaharadin, but was just as deadly.
Kian threw himself clear as the dread serpent attacked. A splinter of fire gouged through his leg, a cutting blow that sent him flipping him through the air. He bounced and spun across the floor, gasping for breath that would not come. Kian rolled, swinging the sword in a desperate warding gesture. The blade chopped into the striking root-serpent, and a section as long as he was tall thumped to the floor. Varis’s creation recoiled, whipping back and forth, splattering greenish, stinking sap over Kian. As the root-serpent retreated, it wilted and blackened, afflicted by a swift rot. In moments, the nightmarish creature had become no more than an oozing mass sprawled across the floor.
Kian had gotten to one knee when Varis strode into view. Ebon blood covered his chest from the wound in his neck—but the wound was no longer there. He looked ready to say something, and Kian instantly drove the tip of his blade stabbing into Varis’s exposed knee, sinking deep into the joint. He gave the sword a violent twist, as if prying a stone from unyielding ground.
Varis screamed and fell atop his ruined leg, and his dagger flew from spasming fingers. Kian leapt to his feet and sent his sword into one of Varis’s glowing eyes. Rage and desperation gave him inhuman strength, and that wild thrust slammed through Varis’s skull and gouged into the marble tiles under his head. Varis went rigid, then began to thrash.
Kian wrenched the blade free and raised the sword high with the intention of hewing off Varis’s head, but in the next instant all was shaking and groaning, knocking him off balance. In a burst of consuming flame, the great map table folded in on itself, burning like oil-soaked parchment. Within a heartbeat, it had been reduced to a heap of ash. In its place a line of blinding light, like a seam cut into the fabric of reality, rose from the floor to the height of a tall man. As Kian watched in stunned silence, that seam flared wide, creating a portal that looked upon a realm of crimson flame and shattered black stone. From that unholy place strode a woman of such stunning beauty and immeasurable power that he collapsed to his knees in wonder.




Chapter 52
 
 
   Kian shook his head against the vision and tried to stand, but he was made weak by the sheer enormity of the woman’s presence. She gazed impassively about the Golden Hall. To Kian’s stunned eyes she was a woman, but seemed so much more than mere human flesh. Long silver-white hair cascaded over her shoulders and managed to cloak her obvious and flawless nudity. She faced him at last, offering a smile that melted all resistance in his heart.
“You are stronger than most,” she said, her voice a seductive whisper. “For a season I have felt and watched you, tasted your strength of will upon my lips, savored it like the sweetest of nectars. You were not my first choice, yet now I see that you
should
have been. I will reward your strength, Kian Valara, if you will but let me.”
He had no idea of what she was speaking, but something in the way she said his name, with a mocking familiarity, sparked a deep memory. Someone else had spoken his name in that way. The longer he thought on who had spoken of him so, the less it mattered, until finally all concern faded … faded… .
He returned her smile, unable to resist the swelling joy in his heart. All that had happened in the last few moments dwindled to nothing, save the coming of the woman before him. “Tell me of this reward,” he invited eagerly, feeling as if he were lost in some blissful dream from which he never wanted to escape.
“I can give you primacy,” she said, her tone harsher than before, and full of a desperate eagerness. “I would make you an overlord, ruler of child-kings, the high judge of subjects from a thousand realms. Do you take what I propose, or do you deny my
gift?”
“Tell me what I must do,” Kian mumbled, finding it hard to concentrate for all the visions suddenly flashing behind his eyes. He saw a vast empire filled with impossible wealth, pleasures beyond count and imagination. And, too,
worshippers
singing paeans of honor and glory and praise to
him
alone. In these visions, there were no gods, no other kings, nothing at all but himself… .
Yet there was
something
else. If he agreed to her will, there would be a hand over his life, turning him this way and that, as a child at play moved a doll.
I will be but a plaything, and her my master.
All that he could and would rule would only be at her behest… .
Cracks began to grow in the shell of his bliss, and more quickly still, fear wriggled in through those rents, sinking into him. He blinked rapidly, trying to focus not on her promise and the visions, but on her being. He saw beauty, to be sure, but also something menacing, unholy.
Her eyes, black through and through, narrowed, as if she had read the thoughts written on his soul and found them wanting. A part of him perished when her lips parted, revealing a mesh of perfectly mated black fangs. When she spoke again, her voice was uncompromising.
“Take what I offer, and live a long and full life of ease and power … or deny me and suffer the blackest ways of death, again and again,
forever.”
Kian swallowed, his previous bliss fled as new visions, all of horror and pain, shrieked through his being. He had never known such pure terror. Against his will, his thoughts slipped again toward accepting everything she had put forward, if only to spare him the torments she threatened.
“My patience has limits. Do you accept what I give?”
She glided toward him, floating above the marble tiles, until she was near enough that he felt a terrible cold pouring off her marvelous flesh. She seemed less substantial than before, somehow transparent. Despite this, the frigid touch of her presence wafted off her, draining from Kian all hope.
She leaned close enough that he could see the tips of her obsidian teeth digging into befouled black gums.
“Answer me,”
she grated.
“Who are you?” he stammered, hoping for time enough to clear his mind.
“Humans,”
she said with loathing, “ever inquisitive about that which you can only have the most rudimentary understanding.”
She abruptly swept a hand over him and, by means beyond his ken, lifted and moved him across the floor without touching him. She halted him and forced his eyes to look directly upon three wizened figures, materialized from nothing save the very air he breathed. The figures had nearly transparent gray skin, withered into hanging folds, and sunken pits where eyes had once been. Even in their deteriorated states, Kian gleaned that these creatures were no more human that the woman controlling him.
“To know and accept who I am, you must first know who they were,” she said, pointing to the woman. “There is Hiphkos the Contemplator, the Leviathan.”
Kian’s lips moved, trying for words that would not come. None of this could be real, but if not then he had gone irrevocably insane.
She inclined her head toward the man next in line. He was striking, even in death, a stern grandfather. “Attandaeus the Blood Hawk, the Watcher Who Judges.”
Next she swept a hand toward a huge, bluff-featured man. “Memokk the Bull, the Vanquisher. They were my creators—my parents, as it were, the Three, dead long ages of men.”
The woman rounded on Kian, beautiful despite the terrible jet fangs lurking behind her lips. Suddenly she shone bright from within, like the sun seen rising behind a wall of morning fog. But for all her radiance, he saw that she was a creature of absolute darkness.
“You
are a goddess?” Kian asked, his brow slicked with icy sweat.
“Some have named me so,” she said with a mischievous smile that stilled his heart.
“Then,” he rasped, trying to understand, to voice aloud what his heart knew but was afraid to bring into the light.
For a season I have felt and watched you. The memory of her words roared within his mind like a storm-tossed sea. He squinted against her dazzling glare. “Are you—”
Her laughter, cruel and mirthless, cut him off.
For a season he had known he was hunted. Whatever and whoever she was, this creature had hounded him since he had fled Varis’s impossible power at the temple in the Qaharadin Marshes. She had come to him in the flesh of Fenahk, later as Bresado, and too, wearing the skin of a hedge witch.
As his understanding grew, he saw a fleeting shadow under her luminous, shimmering beauty change into a monstrosity. From within, tentacles pushed against her translucent skin, distending and distorting once perfect flesh. Before he could cry out, her hand streaked to his chest, her touch was hate and agony.
“You would know who I am, Kian Valara?”
An ugly purple tongue, incredibly long and slick, flicked out between her fangs and slid between his lips, probing at his teeth as if for an intimate kiss, then slithered back with a horrid squelching sound. He gagged on the reek of corpses.
“I am Peropis, Eater of the Damned, Queen of Demons and Ruler of
Geh’shinnom’atar!”
Like thunder, her voice rolled through the palace, quivering its foundations, before gradually fading. In the ensuing hush, she leaned close and whispered, “Will you accept what I would give, or will you deny me and suffer for a thousand and a thousand lifetimes?”
All that Kian was quailed in fear … but his fear served as a keen blade, deftly cutting away the fog of confusion born of her presence. His gaze rolled toward his fallen friends, Hazad and Azuri,
his brothers
… and the corpse of the woman he had barely known, yet loved with all his heart. He would not despoil their deaths by accepting the accursed gift of this creature, which had given rise to the living weapon that was Varis, who in turn had brought about their deaths. If his destiny was to suffer, then he would gladly do so, even if it meant only that he remained undefiled by human weakness and treachery against the memory of his companions.
“Keep your gifts, demon whore!”
Kian roared.
Peropis instantly dropped him to the floor, regarding him with a menace unlike any he had ever known. He almost wished he could take back his defiance, but knew that everlasting pain was better than bowing to such a damned creature as this.
The last of her beauty broke apart, while that which lived under her skin ripped completely free. Splits showed in spectral skin, lashing tentacles sprang from her torso, legs, and arms. As she continued to change, his bowels boiled to water, his tongue withered like a worm dropped on a blistering rock. Every muscle in his body began to shiver, and his skin seemingly tried to crawl off that dancing meat.
With a cry, Peropis lurched forward on her own legs, and also upon a writhing tangle of thrashing black appendages. The motion was sickeningly inhuman, a rolling, bouncing gait. Her fingertips ruptured, exposing talons as black as her fangs, and she reached for him, her arms thinning as they lengthened.
“As you have chosen to deny me, now you will taste my wrath!” she cried, spraying the air with spittle that carried the putrefying stench of bodies dragged from swampy graves.
The force of her words smashed into Kian, sending him sliding over cold stone toward the blazing portal to what could be no less than Peropis’s domain,
Geh’shinnom’atar, the Thousand Hells. His fingernails clawed frantically at the smooth tiles, dragging him to a halt bare inches from falling into that nightmare realm.
At a deranged shout of protest, Peropis abruptly ceased her attack and wheeled, her twisted and tentacled figure swaying.
Varis, snarling like a rabid wolf, jabbed his dagger in her direction. “You gave me your gift! It is mine, not another’s. With it, I will destroy you—though not just yet.” He spoke as if he held the power to do so and, as impossible as it was to conceive, Peropis recoiled as if she, too, believed.




Chapter 53
 
 
   Varis turned toward Kian, eyes burning like molten gold, his godlike flesh swollen, leaking rivulets of dark blood. Kian’s gaze widened as he realized that he could see an ethereal, silver radiance flooding into Varis from all directions. Some hitherto unknown part of Kian reached out and touched that luminance, recognizing it for the very essence of life stolen from the world around him. In that flow, he sensed the deaths of hundreds of people, perhaps more.
Kian had half a heartbeat to consider Varis’s atrocities before the youth slammed into him. With impossible strength, Varis drove him toward the portal. Kian wrenched himself sideways at the last instant, and his back slammed against the searing edge of that terrible gateway. He screamed as an enormous heat melted a groove in the flesh around his spine. He strained with all his failing human strength against Varis, trying to hurl him to one side. Varis, surprised by Kian’s resilience, fought to keep hold, veins bulging in his neck and brow, muscles standing out like cables of unyielding steel from his unnatural skin. For a moment, they were equally matched … but only for a moment.
Varis suddenly drove Kian’s skull against the edge of the portal. The stench of his own seared hair and skin filled Kian’s nostrils, then blood, cool compared to the fiery heat roasting him alive, began to dribble down his neck. Seeing the advantage even as Kian blinked against the fog of a swoon, Varis heaved forward again and again, trying to batter the mercenary’s skull to a pulp.
Kian quickly neared the extent of his strength. He was close to failing, dying. Then another, sharper pain swelled in him. All that he had his companions had struggled to achieve had been a waste.
I have failed them … I have failed all.
Without warning, Varis relaxed and stepped back, just enough to ram his dagger into Kian’s middle. Then Varis moved farther away, his features alight with triumph. Regret washed over Kian as he slumped to his knees.
Gazing numbly upon the hilt of the dagger protruding from his belly, Kian was startled to find a blue glow drifting from his wound and his hands, and then from every inch of his skin. Though he was not sure how, he surrendered the powers of creation that he had held back, letting them flow outward. Neither Varis nor Peropis seemed to notice the delicate aurora surrounding Kian, as they gazed upon him with otherworldly eyes.
As the powers of the gods spread outward from Kian, he grew weaker, becoming again as he was born, a creature of frail flesh. In his heart, though he had never embraced or understood the powers that he held, it felt good and right that he should cast them away.
With that justification alive in his mind Kian steeled himself, jerked the dagger free of his bowels then, with all his waning strength, forced the powers of creation from himself in a single, massive blast, wanting more than anything for it to rip away the same powers from Varis’s flesh. What had been visible to his sight alone burst forth, washing the Golden Hall in a brilliant glow. Blue fire licked around Peropis and Varis, stunning them both, but otherwise leaving them unharmed. Or so it seemed at first.
Varis looked mutely this way and that, as the sky-blue radiance began to fade. “No,” he muttered in disbelief, staring at his hands.
Kian clenched a fist to his belly and sagged to his side, eyes wide with wonder.
I did this, my desire for it to be so, he thought, stunned. For the first time since seeing the youth enter the temple in the swamp, Varis looked as he had, a highborn man-child full of pride, ambition, and discontent. No longer was he a god made flesh, nor even a man in appearance, but only a boy again.
“Do something!” Varis wailed at Peropis, sounding like petulant child. “I demand that you give me your full blessing! No more lies, no trickery, give me the gift you promised!”
Peropis spoke in a voice full of menace. “I warned you once to never make demands of me. I give what I will when and of my choosing … and I take what I will when I desire.” Her black gaze rolled toward Kian. To him she said, “It would seem that I, indeed, chose wrong. I give you this final chance to decide your fate. Will you accept?”
“No,” Kian sighed, utterly spent.
Tentacles raised up in an incongruously human gesture of exasperation. “The world of men is filled with mere worms,” Peropis urged. “What worm can stand against a king … a
god?”
Kian blinked slowly, floating between death and life. He was neither king nor god, and never would he wish to be. “I am a mercenary, an Izutarian,” he muttered in the tired voice of an old man.
Varis, howling in rage, bolted toward Peropis.
“Fool,” she said quietly, her voice full of mockery.
“The power of the gods is mine!”
Varis screamed, even as one of Peropis’s many flailing limbs caught him about the neck and effortlessly hurled him into the portal. A roaring pillar of flame went up, and a gossamer filament of silvery light streaked from his body into the hellish place beyond Aradan’s throne room. Of Varis’s flesh, one instant he was whole, the next he was a smoldering husk.
Kian stared open-mouthed at the portal, with its terrible landscape of heat-blasted rock and roiling fires. His enemy, that he had by turns fled and pursued, even as the world ripped itself apart, was dead.
“Fool,” Peropis said again, bitterly. Her features, all tentacles and swollen bulges of dark slick flesh, writhed with a malice so pure Kian feared that looking upon her visage would kill him, yet he could not turn away.
“I give you this last chance, Kian Valara, do you accept what I offer—godhood?”
“Never!” Kian snarled with the last of his strength. “Never would I take anything from your hand. I would rather die a thousand deaths.”
“So be it,” she said. “So be it. A thousand deaths are only a taste of what I will inflict upon your wretched soul.”
“I do not fear you,” Kian answered, though he did.
Something large and unseen struck him, like a hand created of air, and knocked him rolling across the floor. “You are nothing,” Peropis croaked. “Your thoughts and hopes are as a words upon a page to me.” Each step she took on her writhing appendages seemed to fall heavier than the last.
Your thoughts and hopes… . Despite his wounds, Kian made it to his hands and knees, even as another unseen blow threw him over the palace floor. He slapped against the tiles with a pained grunt. Slowly, for bones beyond count felt cracked or broken, he stood again. Groaning, he began limping toward Peropis, dripping blood from more places than he could count, his middle burning where Varis’s dagger had parted his insides, every footfall sending bolts of blinding agony through his limbs. But he did not fear, not now. With a dreamlike perception, he knew that the power of the gods was still flowing within him, building, seeking escape from his mortal flesh. What he thought he had discarded, was in truth a part of him, and ever would be.
He kept moving, even as the sharpness of his pains lessened. He touched the spot low on his belly where Varis had stabbed him and found only a tear in his tunic and drying blood. There was no wound. The observation, the meaning of it, flooded his mind with possibilities, ideas,
strength. In moments, all that had been wrong with him was healed. On the heels of that revelation came another niggling idea. It flashed through his mind, even as he saw a pulsing blue aura spread out from his flesh. That radiance seemed to have a will of its own, and he cautiously added his own deepest desires to it.
Though she had no aspect that could be called human, Kian saw a flicker of doubt, perhaps even fear, spread across Peropis’s vile features. Unable to resist, and not wanting to besides, Kian flung his arms wide and loosed the tumultuous flood of energy within him, directing it deadly work with his mind. In an instant, like a flash of lightning with a deep clap of thunder, the radiant aura roared outward from his skin, from his bones, and from deeper still, from his very soul.
Peropis’s terrorized shriek battered against Kian, and the floor suddenly tilted as if he were drunk. Despite this, he stood firm as the throne room began rolling like sea swells. Cracks swarmed across the marble floor, crept up the magnificent walls. Peropis, Eater of the Damned, Queen of Demons and Ruler of
Geh’shinnom’atar,
fell into a crouch.
“So it begins,” she hissed, her thrashing shape seeming to shrink in on itself, growing darker and smoother, more human. “We are not finished, you and I,” she warned. “A new age has dawned, an age of power, of darkness and light. You have not won, Kian Valara. You have but glimpsed the opening door that has released the
mahk’lar, and tasted powers never meant for mortal flesh.”
Before he could respond, she threw herself into the portal. A low, resonant groan, just on the edge of hearing, rippled through the Golden Hall as the aberrant rip between worlds vanished. All went deathly still, the blue aura vanished, the world ceased shaking, and Kian felt himself falling.




Chapter 54
 
 
    Kian opened his eyes to find Ellonlef looking at him with concern. Over her shoulders, Azuri and Hazad peered down, as well. “A dream,” he muttered, his tongue thick.
“It is no dream,” she said. Her grin, hesitant yet glorious, filled him with joy.
“We are alive.”
“How?”
“You
did it,” she answered, a touch of wonder in her voice. “You filled us with life. We were dead, gone from this world, and you pulled us back.”
“Gone,” Kian mumbled, remembering with renewed horror the manner of their deaths. Despite himself, he asked the only question he could. “Where were you?”
“Paradise,” his three companions answered in unison, their combined voices melodic with a reverence that he could not fathom.
“Or, at least someplace like it,” Ellonlef added. “A place of light and warmth and peace.”
“You’ll have to tell me that story, but later,” Kian said, for now wanting to revel in the certainty that his friends and Ellonlef were alive and well and with him.
I will spend the rest of my days with her,
he thought, knowing it for the absolute truth.
For a time they all basked in the glow of victory and friendship, trading smiles and saying nothing. No words were necessary. Finally, Kian urged them to help him up, but found that he did not need their aid. He felt as strong and as hale as ever he had.
When he stood among them, he took in his surroundings. The throne room was a shambles, barely recognizable as the near legendary Golden Hall, but he did not have long to consider this before the great doors leading into the great hall burst open. A dozen soldiers of the Crimson Scorpion legion surged through the doorway, weapons held at the ready. They halted abruptly in the face of meeting only Kian’s small company, who stood their ground with a calm, peaceful self-assurance. All the men dripped sweat and blood, their faces were flushed with the heat of battle.
After a moment of tense silence, an order went up from behind the soldiers and they parted ranks. Prince Sharaal Kilvar strode purposefully into the hall. Sharaal was a large man for an Aradaner, and Kian had no trouble seeing the likeness between him and his dead son. It troubled him no small measure to note that besides their physical similarities, they shared a common highborn arrogance in the set of their features. That aspect strongly suggested that had Varis thought to rise above himself under ordinary circumstances, Sharaal would have dealt with him just as harshly as he had intended to do now.
“If you are protecting the murdering usurper,” Sharaal said without preamble, his voice calm, deep, and full of menace, “the tale of your agonies will haunt the sleep of Ammathor’s children for an age.”
After facing Peropis, Kian almost laughed aloud at that pathetic threat. Instead, he studied the man before him. From Sharaal’s shoulders hung a thick, green woolen cloak edged in clothe-of-gold, and from head-to-foot he wore leathers trimmed in sable. He looked like a northern huntsman. His dark top-lock was shot through with the first streaks of iron gray, and was held in place by a leather thong.
“Your son is dead,” Kian said flatly, “and likely dancing to the tune of Peropis herself.” His companions shifted at this, but none betrayed that they knew Kian’s words to be as true as any ever spoken.
“My sons died on the mountain,” Sharaal corrected icily. “Varis, the shame of my loins, died to me when he slaughtered my father, thinking to raise himself to the Ivory Throne. Where is the traitor’s corpse?”
Kian nodded to the charred husk curled amid a rectangle of ashes where the table had stood, just at the place where Peropis’s portal to the Thousand Hells had been.
Sharaal gazed on the blackened shape and the heaped ash, his hard features quizzical. “How did this happen?”
“The Blood of Attandaeus,” Kian said promptly, “the Nectar of Judgment.”
The words were out of his mouth before he had time to consider them, having come from the memory of seeing Hya sprinkling dark red crystals around the wicks of her candles. He was not sure why he did not simply tell what had happened, the whole of it, beginning with the lost temple in the marshes, to Varis freeing of demons into the world, and lastly about the powers of creation his son had stolen for himself. All he knew was that the lie was out, and that he felt disinclined to reveal the truth to this man. Such instincts had saved his skin before, and he relied on them now.
“By blood or by water, by oil or by wine,” Kian explained further, “all liquids set the substance alight. In quantity, it burns through flesh or iron, and nothing will smother the flames before the substance is spent.”
Sharaal considered this. “Such must have been the way of my father’s murder,” he said quietly. Then, unexpectedly, he burst out laughing. “To hear it told, the
usurper
used some manner of otherworldly
witchcraft. There was even rumor that he had raised an army in the west! Fools will believe anything,” he added, suggesting he had never believed anything of the sort. He turned a shrewd eye on Kian. “Tell me, Izutarian, how
you
came to be here, and
why?”
Still untrusting of this new king, Kian doled out a measure of truth generously mingled with deceit. “It was I and my company whom Varis employed to take him west, across the Kaliayth. Apparently the youth had read something,” he said vaguely, “about a secret substance that could change the face of the world. As it happens, he found it on that journey. I only regret that his intentions were dishonorable.”
Sharaal nodded. “Ever was Varis studious,” he said, forgetting for the moment that he had disowned his treacherous son. “Where his brothers found pleasures in the hunt and pleasuring themselves with maidens, Varis spent his day deep in the Hall of Wisdom, reading … always reading. Little did any of us know he was plotting evil as well.” His eyes grew hard again. “Still, that does not tell me why you are here.”
“After the prince slaughtered most of my company,” Kian said simply, “I followed him here, hoping to give warning to the Ivory Throne of his intentions, which he boasted of after attacking my men. As you well know, I was too late in bringing my warning. In the end, I faced Varis here—and here, his weapon turned on him.”
Sharaal considered that for a time. “As a rule, I should order your execution for threatening a member of my House … yet, as I have said, my son died to me in his betrayal. That he perished by his own traitorous hand further absolves you of any guilt, and proves that the gods, though they hang scorched in the heavens, still mind the affairs of men.”
No one responded to this, and most studied their feet.
Of a sudden, Sharaal’s features took on a greedy aspect. “Of this substance, Izutarian, this
Nectar of Judgment, I do not suppose there is any left or, perhaps, the means to make it?”
Kian’s mind swam backward, recalling Hya’s words,
“… imagine if you will, an ambitious and cruel man gaining this knowledge and using it for war. There would be no stopping him. ‘Tis better the secret of its making dies with me, than to sell it and swim in gold tainted by the blood of innocents—or ashes, as it were.”
While Kian had never doubted Hya’s wisdom, he had not expected so soon to come across another man as ambitious as Varis. As for Sharaal’s possible cruelty, he could only assume that the potential was there, until he knew otherwise. Either way, to reveal where the substance had really come from would destroy his story and jeopardize Hya. Besides that, his false tale needed to become accepted truth.
Still looking on Sharaal, he also considered Peropis’s words to him.
“A new age has dawned, an age of power, of darkness and light,”
she had warned. A small, quiet voice in the deepest reaches of his mind warned that a darkness unlike mankind had ever known was falling, and all that had happened since Varis stole the powers of deceased gods and released the inhabitants of the Thousand Hells was but the beginning of an age of trouble… .
Kian held his hands apart and shrugged. “Alas, I have no idea where Varis gained that dreadful substance, nor the means to create it. I was but a humble servant in his employ, and not given to questioning His Highness.”
Sharaal gusted a weary breath. “It is of no matter,” he said in a regretful tone that suggested otherwise, and turned on his heel. With all the regality of one bred to rule, he climbed the dais and sat upon the Ivory Throne, not reverently, as might have been expected, but as one who has long since grown impatient for the day of his rule to begin.
The soldiers of the Crimson Scorpion legion bent their knees and bowed their heads. Kian and the others were slower to show honor, but a sense of self-preservation swept over them, and they knelt as well.
“Rise and receive your just rewards, Izutarian,” Sharaal intoned, sounding bored. That he had freed his city of his disloyal son’s rule, or that his father was dead, or that Ammathor was still besieged by despair and lawlessness, seemed to have no place in his heart.
Kian rose and stood straight and tall, unsure what the Aradan’s newest king might offer. Sharaal held his fingers near his face, idly studying the nails. “Rewards for loyalty to the crown often involve titles and holdings … but the world has changed, grown darker and, of course, you are a northern barbarian. However, gold is desirable to both highborn and to rabble, and so you will have it in good measure. Enough, I dare say, to buy a kingdom of your own in Izutar.”
Kian bowed his head in acceptance, noting that the suggestion of buying a kingdom sounded more like a command that he leave Aradan with all haste. That, he concluded, was fine by him. His opinion of the kingdom had not grown higher over the last grueling season.
Sharaal proved Kian’s assumption correct when he looked up from his fingernails. “You may enjoy the palace this night, and refit on the morrow. Your immediate needs will, of course, be seen too. After that, I expect you and your companions to depart.” With that, the king of Aradan waved the small company out of his presence.
All too happy to oblige, Kian gathered his companions and departed the Golden Hall. He fully intended to depart Ammathor sooner rather than later, with or without the king’s promises. His intentions proved futile.




Epilogue
 
 
   The snowstorm that heralded King Sharaal’s abrupt rise to the Ivory Throne and the death of his son became known as the White Death—a term hitherto used only by northerners of Izutar and Falseth, and perhaps by the Whitehold savages, in their guttural tongue. The deadly blizzard raged for ten days. Snow piled high throughout Ammathor, burying an already suffering city. During that bleak time, soldiers scoured both Ammathor and the Chalice in hopes of finding food, warm clothing, and anything that might burn. People by the hundreds froze to death by day, and more during the dark watches of long brutal nights, never knowing the gradual and unexpected warmth in their limbs, the resting peacefulness that closed their eyes, was death stealing near.
During the first days of the new king’s rule, even as the storm raged, Sharaal gladly earned a title never before given a Kilvar king—the Cruel—after he gave a command of such brutality that men would whisper of it around Aradaner hearth fires for years to come. Those tales would survive far beyond the king’s death, after bitter winters became commonplace to Aradaners, whose fading memories of southern warmth eventually became legend. Yet, the grim stories of Sharaal the Cruel were not the darkest tales men would tell, far from it, only the most palatable… .
“When do you think it will end?” Ellonlef asked, her dark eyes turned up to a sky so void of color that even the falling snowflakes looked like dark, swirling spots.
They had departed the palace two days before, but were only now just reaching the frozen banks of the River Malistor, what usually amounted to an afternoon ride. Thankfully, the snow was less deep down from the Pass of Trebuldar, but still deeper than any snow that had ever fallen at the edge of the Kaliayth Desert.
All around, a flat blanket of white covered the land. To the south and west, the depthless sky brooded, growing darker by the hour. Another storm was coming. Warily, Kian had watched it building throughout the day. They would need to seek shelter soon. The road north would be long and hazardous, but none of his company wanted to stay in Aradan, even had King Sharaal allowed it. As it was, the king ordered all peoples not of Aradaner birth to depart his realm before springtime, or choose between the headsman’s ax or a life in chains. In the face of catastrophe, he had given his subjects enemies upon which to focus and blame, and when those enemies were gone, he would find others.
“Winter, I mean,” Ellonlef added, a thick woolen scarf muffling her voice. Small cold flakes lighted on her brow and nose, and melted slowly.
When will it end?
Kian tried to mull Ellonlef’s question, but found it difficult. Though he had been absent from his homelands many years, he was a child of the north, and he had readily adopted the garb of his homelands. Like the rest of his companions, he wore many layers of clothing: thick leather leggings lined with soft wool, a similar tunic with two more underneath, a thick fur-and-wool cloak with a deep fur-lined hood, and sturdy boots, stockings, and gloves—all gifts from Hya’s ample stockpile of once nearly useless items.
She had given away much to those in need in the Chalice, and from the rest she had earned a king’s ransom by selling her stockpile to, naturally, King Sharaal. After that, she left for the eastern border of Aradan, to the shores that people had already named the Lost Coast. Recalling the story of Rida’s fate, of the burning mountain that had fallen out of the sky to smash into those eastern shores, shattering the lands, and allowing the flow of molten rock to flow over shore and sea, Kian and the others had tried to talk her out of such a treacherous journey, but she would have none of it.
“There will be those in need” she had said, “perhaps even a few Sisters of Najihar. At the least, people will need a healer.” To Ellonlef, she had explained, “If Pa’amadin favors me, I will begin rebuilding our order. As well, you should embark on such an endeavor to the north. We have never had an Izutarian sister, and I should hope to see one before my spirit leaves this flesh.”
The old woman had departed them in the company of O’naal, of all people, and a few of his followers. After seeing the manner of King Sharaal’s rule, O’naal wisely decided he should earn his way in friendlier realms. Kian guessed that too few would follow O’naal’s path, to their grief.
Hya never mentioned the powers of creation she had seen Ellonlef use to heal Kian, but Kian had noticed a curious gleam in her rheumy eyes every time she looked at either of them. Of course, he knew what she suspected was in fact truth: he and Ellonlef held within them the powers of creation, as did Hazad and Azuri, though they did not know it, not yet. Peropis’s words rose to the surface of his mind.
“A new age has dawned… .”
He suspected that the all the world had been washed in the powers of creation. He could not guess who or how many these powers had sank into, but in time those who had been touched by those powers would learn of them. As was the way of things, some would wield their newfound powers for good, others for evil, and in time a new order would be born from the ashes of the old world.
His thoughts turned as he gazed into the sluggish gray-brown waters of the river, choked with growing floes of squealing and scraping ice. Doubtless, the surface would soon freeze solid. Farther south, those thickening waters held the corpses of thousands of Aradaner soldiers and various highborn, men and women who had stood with Varis, against their will or not. Sharaal had ordered their limbs torn from their bodies, the wounds cauterized, then commanded them thrown screaming into the river—at least, that was one story Kian had heard. As it was the gentlest tale of them all, he chose to believe that one in particular, understanding full well that King Sharaal would embrace the more monstrous tales of his brutality, using them to further his own ends.
Kian feared there would be trouble with Sharaal and others like him, for in times of tragedy bent men always rose up to exploit the weak and fearful with false hope. A battle, he reasoned, had been won against Varis and Peropis, but without question an insidious war had come on the world in the form of destruction and loosed demonic spirits. At the moment, he could not guess who would ultimately prevail.
“Well?”
Ellonlef insisted playfully, having no idea what Kian had been thinking about.
Shaking off gloomy thoughts, he gazed at her, enraptured, willfully falling into her dark, liquid eyes. At the moment, there was no need to dwell on Sharaal, or what the burgeoning age might hold, or what the powers of creation held inside him might mean—the same powers he had transferred into his friends when he returned their lives to them. All that mattered now was in front of him.
“Winter?” he muttered, playfully putting on the face of a doddering magus. “Dear one, winter it will end when it always does, with the arrival of spring.”
She rolled her eyes and laughed a girl’s delighted laugh. Azuri and Hazad, at the head of a string of pack horses, added their mirth to hers. Kian—who as child had avoided Kelren slavers and survived vicious cutthroats on the streets of Marso, who had grown into a man and a mercenary to fight innumerable battles, a man who had survived the shattering of the world and witnessed the loosing of the
mahk’lar
from the Thousand Hells, a man who had stood firm against a diabolical youth with the powers of gods—found himself laughing as well.
For the first time in many long days, he felt absolutely alive and whole. Laughter, shared as it was with lifelong friends and the woman he would wed, drove back the cold and threat of coming hardships, left him as warm as if he were tucked away in a cozy home before a roaring hearth fire. Such was his simple hope, and in that hope he rested.
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Chapter 1
 
   “Ours is the blood of the north!” Adham cried, his voice rising above the clamor of pick and sledge battering stone to dust.
Silence swept over the toiling slaves, and their knotted fingers clutched fearfully around rocks and wooden hafts. Shocked eyes locked on the old man who had dared raise his voice. Agonized screams or death rattles from dust-clogged lungs were acceptable sounds to the ears of the slavemasters, but what echoed from the open mine and out across the barren expanse of desert carried the unmistakable note of defiance. All had heard it, and all knew what it meant for Adham and for themselves.
A furnace breeze swirled dust around unmoving feet. Shaking with fury, Adham hurled his short-handled pick to the ground. One tip clanged against a rock, throwing off a spark. With a tired sigh, the breeze gave up its fitful dance.
Leitos cowered nearby, his cracked lips trembling, the bucket he had been filling with crushed stone forgotten at his feet. He saw not his grandfather before him, but a stranger, a madman. Like all slaves, Leitos knew better than to tempt the ire of their inhuman masters. Despite this unvoiced law, the wizened old man glared at the demon-born slavemasters, the Alon’mahk’lar, openly challenging them to stand against him.
Leitos’s heart thumped inside the reedy cage of his ribs, forcing erratic breaths past his teeth. He hunkered down, trying to disappear into the ground under his bare feet. What had driven his grandfather to such folly? Slaves strove to avoid notice, hoping only to earn a daily bowl of thin porridge. Resistance invited hunger, thirst, and the flesh-reaving bite of the lash—not for the troublemakers alone, but for all the slaves.
“You will know the moment to flee,” Adham said, his hoarse voice pitched for Leitos’s ears alone. Grim determination creased the old man’s brow, turned down the corners of his mouth.
Leitos jerked as if slapped. He is mad!
“Watch and be ready,” Adham continued. “The time of your escape is near. Do not hesitate!”
What are you talking about? Leitos thought in a near panic. There is no escape! Deep below his denial, he knew what Adham meant. He had heard it all before.
“I’ve told you where to go,” Adham said, his desperation rising in the face of Leitos’s hesitancy. “You must go west, boy, no matter what happens. Remember all I have taught you. Do not look back. Do not stop. Trust no one, save those I’ve spoken of.” This last Adham uttered as if he were unsure that those mythical saviors would help, or even existed.
“Make ready, boy!” Adham commanded.
Leitos gawked like a fool. Always before when Adham whispered of escape, or told of life as it had once been, Leitos mollified his grandfather with nods of agreement. Secretly he had often worried that those stories were born of a perilous mind-sickness. He had never taken those tales to heart. His life was the mines, the same as all slaves. Even the term slave, had no definite meaning for him. All his grandfather’s tales of hope and freedom were but dangerous musings better left in the darkness of their shared cell. Leitos was horrified to realize that Adham had meant every word, and had planned for this very moment.  
“You have come of age, and they will soon chain you,” Adham pressed. “Flee, boy, or die in bondage. You must go! Remember our people, remember that I love you as an only son—but you must go!”
With that last admonition, Adham faced the approaching slavemasters, who had shaken off their surprise. The Alon’mahk’lar rushed to the challenge, creatures no more human than the Faceless One they served. No one else moved. Leitos felt trapped in another man’s nightmare.
Adham thrust his gnarled hands, thick with calluses and blisters, toward the sky. Pitted black iron manacles clinked and jangled, as they slithered down his skeletal forearms. “Our freedom is a birthright stolen, an inheritance I reclaim for myself and my brothers!” he called out, voice reverberating across the steep walls of the open pit before sinking into the mineshaft’s lightless throat. “Freedom is at hand, brothers, if you will but take it!”
No, Grandfather! Leitos tried to shout, but the warning perished on his tongue.
The slavemasters clambered toward Adham, their coarse reddish hides streaked with patterns of black. They came, not scowling in anger, but grinning at the opportunity to uncoil the leather scourges at their hips, to swing the iron-banded cudgels held in their huge, six-fingered fists. A dark and bestial light shone in their eyes. They leaped forward like mastiffs, sharp teeth bared for the kill.
Adham stood fast, a near-naked husk of a man clad only in a tattered loincloth, his white hair hanging about boney shoulders. Leitos flinched from the intensity of his grandfather’s gray eyes. Ferocity had replaced the tired warmth and kindness he was accustomed to seeing. A few tears flowed freely from that pallid stare, melting tracks through the dirt coating Adham’s sunken cheeks. It was not fear or shame that wetted Adham’s eyes, but a timeworn fury that demanded justice.
Justice for what? Leitos wondered, fresh panic rising to precipitous heights. We earned our punishment for resisting the divine rule of the Faceless One. Or so the Alon’mahk’lar taught, a reality Adham always acknowledged but vehemently denounced as a half-truth.  
As the slavemasters drew nearer, Adham spread his arms wide in invitation, tightening the skin clinging to his jutting ribs. “Come for me, Alon’mahk’lar!” he roared, sounding like a man a third his age, a man of righteousness and strength, like the kindred of the fabled king he claimed to be. Leitos shuddered upon hearing the word, Alon’mahk’lar, Sons of the Fallen, spoken within hearing of the slavemasters. It was a name forbidden to humankind.     
Galvanized by the authority in Adham’s cry, a pitiful few of the eldest slaves reflexively moved into defensive postures. Armed with spades, picks, sledges, and rocks, they prepared for a battle they could not hope to win. Apprehension shone in their hollow eyes but, too, burned a forgotten desire for retribution.
Where a few responded to Adham’s words, most scrambled clear, none willing to give their lives for the crazed old man in their midst. No matter which way anyone darted, they could not go far. A common chain running through a series of iron rings set in heavy stone blocks bound all together, save the youngest slaves. Like frightened hounds, they flung themselves against their short leashes. The frantic movements of the chained tugged against Adham, grinding rough iron against his wrists and ankles. Drawing on hidden strengths, he held firm, resisting the unrelenting pull of the fearful.     
A slavemaster, half again as tall as Adham and layered with slabs of muscle, slid to a halt before the old slave. It glared down with protuberant eyes as black as the deepest mineshaft and slashed by golden pupils. A double set of horns grew from the beast’s skull; one set curled upwards, while the other pair swept protectively down around its neck.
“Your blood,” the Alon’mahk’lar said, raising the cudgel in its hand, “will be a sweet wine upon my tongue.” Those words rasped harsh and guttural through a mouthful of sharp, slanting teeth. The servant of the Faceless One offered neither truce nor pardon.
Quick as a serpent’s strike, Adham caught up his discarded pick. The movement forced the slavemaster to take a single, faltering step backward. Shifting rocks upset its balance, leaving an opening. Adham lurched against his chains, screaming fury, swinging the pick. With a desperate flinch, the slavemaster avoided the full impact, but the heavy tool slashed across its brow, ripped through its nose, and gouged one cheek. The Alon’mahk’lar shrieked. With quivering fingers tipped in deadly claws, it tore away the shredded mass of its nose. Blood gushed over its lips and chin, then poured over its chest as the slavemaster tottered back.
Adham stood his ground. The wounded slavemaster’s snarling roar sprayed blood in a crimson mist. That shout, joined with the other Alon’mahk’lar, rose to an unbroken note of such wrath that all who had stood in boldness now flung themselves facedown. All cowered, all pleaded for mercy … all save Adham.
Fierce sunlight bathed his wrinkled skin, casting harsh shadows over corded muscles, highlighting past scars and fresh hurts. Fire seemed to ignite within his icy gray gaze. He heaved against his bonds, bloodied pick raised. He lashed out, his movements those of a man steeped in battle rather than in long submission. Adham’s pick bored into the creature’s skull with a sickening thud. The tip sank deep, screeching through a plate of thick bone. Adham wrenched the tool free and made ready for a fresh attack, but the creature’s roar had become a gurgling whimper, and it toppled backward to sprawl in the dust.
The remaining slavemasters glanced at their fallen leader, then surged forward as one. Slaves bolted in all directions from the ravening creatures loping into their midst. In their mindless flight, forgetting again the shortness of their linked iron tethers, they dragged down Adham and each other. They clawed madly at the ground, ripping off fingernails. They screamed as the butchery began. Crude swords as long as the tallest slave flashed and whirled, severing limbs; iron-banded cudgels fell like tree trunks upon unprotected skulls; cracking whips tore meat from bone.
Adham’s words resonated in Leitos’s mind. The time of your escape has come.
Do not hesitate! Confusion froze Leitos. If he bowed, he would die. If he ran, he would die. Death would come, and nothing he could do would keep it at bay. He did not know what to do, other than what he had been trained to do, and that was to submit.
Urged by an inborn desire to survive, Leitos’s body moved of its own accord. As the screams of the dying soared, Leitos wheeled and scampered up the litter of broken stone lining the walls of the shallow pit. At the top, he looked for his grandfather.
Adham was sprawled on his back, focused not on his attackers, but on Leitos. “GO!” he commanded, even as he wielded his pick against a flurry of blows. Then he was lost from sight amid a swarm of scrambling slaves and savaging Alon’mahk’lar. 
Leitos spun and ran. He was not alone in his flight. Others his age and younger, the unchained, ran with him, their faces etched with horror. None spoke or cried out. There was no breath for that, not with death at their heels. They ran blindly in every direction, and the desert’s scorching emptiness swallowed them.



Chapter 2
 
   Not long after the sounds of the massacre fell behind, the boys running with Leitos began to drop. His endurance had always been greater than the other slaves, but never until now had that been a benefit. A slave who could work harder than the rest, was forced to do so. Once down, few of the unchained bothered to stand again, choosing instead to wait for whatever might come.
He paused to help one who fell nearby. His darting eyes searched for Alon’mahk’lar, but did not find any. “Get up, Altha,” he urged. “We can run together.”
The boy fought when Leitos tried to pull him to his feet. “Get away! Your grandfather brought this on us! We will all die because of him!” Altha clawed at Leitos’s hand.
Leitos released the boy and backed away. “I’m sorry,” he muttered, not sure if he was. While the same condemnation had flitted through his own mind, hearing it from someone else angered him. Who was this wretched, whining child to denounce his grandfather?
With a rabid snarl, Altha hurled a stone. Leitos ducked, just avoiding having his head cracked. Altha began scraping his hands over the dusty ground, searching for another rock. Leitos left him there, and Altha’s curses hounded him long after he moved out of earshot.
The land rose almost imperceptibly, going from mostly pale sand and rounded gravel to a more rugged landscape of reddish rock and brush. As he ran, Leitos relived the scenes of death back at the mine. Above all others, he saw Adham driving his pick into the Alon’mahk’lar’s skull, heard again the terrible sound of that killing blow. That assault had changed everything for the worse, just as Altha had said. Still, Adham had given his life to gain freedom for others.
Or had he acted in madness?
Leitos had no answer for that, and thinking about it seemed to make matters worse, so he kept on toward his mysterious destination. Miles slowly became leagues, and his grandfather’s voice recited things Leitos had always dismissed out of hand, at least until now. “A day will come when you must run, Leitos. Go into the west, always west. Run and hide, survive any way you can, until you spy the Crown of the Setting Sun beyond the dark spires of the Mountains of Fire. Seek out the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. Learn from them. Grow strong and cruel, and avenge the blood of our forefathers....”
Leitos paused atop a low rise with Adham’s demand for vengeance repeating in his head. Back the way he had come simmered a broad, shallow basin. He expected to see a band of trailing Alon’mahk’lar, but nothing moved. Of vengeance, he knew only that the Alon’mahk’lar had often warned against it. “As surely as rain falls from the clouds of storm, blood flows in the wake of vengeance taken.” The conflicting ideas of vengeance and submission, or whether Adham had destroyed his life or set him free, struggled for supremacy until he pushed it all aside to focus on getting farther away.
The sun climbed higher, and Leitos’s bare feet pounded against the broiling, uneven ground. Each gasping breath seared his aching lungs. He bore the pain with grim resolve, and chased his spindly shadow over a shimmering wasteland resting below mirages of quicksilver. By now, he was utterly alone in his flight. He glanced over his shoulder again, neck creaking on stiff tendons, but found no pursuers.
I escaped, he thought dazedly. The very notion that he was free was as strange to him as the idea of seeking vengeance, even after the countless times Adham had related how men had known freedom in the world of his youth. Leitos willingly fell into the memories of his grandfather, anything to take his mind away from the day’s ever increasing heat and his awful thirst. He formed an image of the cool darkness of their cell, then revived his grandfather’s voice, kind and soothing. He did not notice the tears running slowly down his cheeks, drying to a salty crust before they could fall.…
Every evening after a grueling day of breaking and hauling rock, Adham had talked with Leitos rather than falling into an exhausted slumber, teaching him things that seemingly had no use in the mines. “In the days after the Upheaval,” Adham often told, “just before the Faceless One came to power, men clawed their way out of the rubble of fallen cities, began to remake their lives, followed their hearts desire and used the talents lent them by Pa’amadin, the God of All. Peace had reigned, for men had seen too much suffering to want war and strife. During those days, men rebuilt some little of what had been lost. They lived with hope in their hearts.”
Adham usually paused then, letting the imagery of the telling sink in. Leitos knew the story well, but he could not envision the things of which Adham spoke. For him, they were only words. In the world he knew, sweat and grime combined to rub skin raw, and then the sun burned it a deep, leathery brown. Thirst and hunger were constant companions, and the only hope was for night’s darkness and a chance to ease aching joints, if only for a few hours, when he bedded down.
Invariably, Adham would continue his tale, stirring in parts about the Faceless One. “Some believe he journeyed from the darkness between the stars,” Adham would scoff. With hard eyes and a contemptuous tone, he would add, “He came from darkness, yes, but it was the black from beyond the grave, the eternal night reserved for the damned. Unseen by all save the Alon’mahk’lar, he moves between the world of the living and Geh’shinnom’atar, the Thousand Hells, the realm of Peropis and of the Fallen.”
Adham would then explain that the Faceless One held an enduring hatred for the rebellious King of the North and his followers—the ice-born people of a far-flung land called Izutar. “We are of that land,” Adham would say, as if it were the most important thing. “We carry in our veins the blood of that great and mighty warrior king.” This last he would mutter in a hush, as if fearing anyone other than Leitos might hear.
Leitos had never believed there was anything of strength and nobility in his blood. What he knew for certain, as taught by the Alon’mahk’lar, was that he was born of a defiant people, whose opposition had earned chains and hardship. For the men of Izutar, there would be no quarter given, and everlasting enslavement was the only answer for their crimes.
It was far easier to believe the slavemasters, than his grandfather’s hopeful fantasies. After all, if his people had done no wrong, then why would any god of goodness ever allow such sorrows to fall upon them? Adham’s explanation was that Pa’amadin had created the world and set it adrift in the eternal heavens, so what men made of their lives, good or ill, was their choice and their responsibility. “As to suffering, it serves its own purpose, child, by building strength in the hearts of men.” That had never made sense to Leitos. All he had ever known was suffering, yet he was not strong….
As the day stretched long, the sun’s heat eventually shattered the defense of hiding within memory. Leitos’s head began to ache, and a ringing noise filled his ears. He ran on in a stupor, weaving erratically, lost in a strange dream where he could smell, taste, and feel water on his tongue….
At some point, he found that he had come to a stop. He was not sure how long he had been standing in place, arms dangling, tongue like a tacky stick in his mouth. He had been thirsty often, but never like this. His throat, his very flesh, ached for moisture, but there was none to be had.
Remembering a slave’s trick, Leitos picked a pebble from the ground and popped it into his mouth. It burned his tongue instead of bringing saliva. He spat it out and pushed on, the day becoming the longest of countless long days he had known.
Overhead, the molten-bronze face of the sun scorched the heavens to a hazy white. Weaving now in broad sweeps, he tried to ignore his discomforts, telling himself they were nowhere near as bad as the bite of the lash, which often led to corrupted lesions and left crisscrossing scars. This he knew well, for his back and shoulders were marked so. Such was the branding of every slave.
Sometime after midday, he slowed to a dragging walk. The hardened soles of his feet had begun to crack and bleed, leaving faint red stains on the ground behind him. He did not go much farther before stopping again. He stood with his head hanging, his dark hair smelling burnt as it waved before his nose. He rested that way for a long time, slitted eyes red and puffy, his heart laboring to push thick, sluggish blood through his veins.
After he caught his breath, he straightened slowly, like an old man. He winced as rippling cramps wracked every inch of his body. He looked one direction, then the other, but found only blinding nothingness looking back at him. Despair fell over him. There was no escape, and the wasteland would surely serve as his open tomb. As if his soul had separated itself from his flesh, he saw his body fall and lay still. Caught in this terrible vision, he witnessed days flashing by, becoming years…. His skin dried and withered, became a tattered shroud cloaking bleached bones. In the fullness of time, blowing sands scoured away that parchment skin, then devoured his skeleton. The only proof that he had lived were the bits of white bone scattered over an unknown parcel of desert—
Leitos came back to himself with a horrified gasp. For the first time since taking flight, he gave full thought to turning back. The Alon’mahk’lar were cruel, but fittingly so, he reasoned. They might grant him continued life. Doubtless, they would deliver upon him pains beyond reckoning ... but after, perhaps, they might favor him with shade and water and food…. Or they might take him away, like they did a select few slaves. Where do those slaves go? he wondered absently, not for the first time. Are they truly sent to serve the Faceless One, as it is whispered? To find out, to end his suffering, all he had to do was turn—
A noise, soft yet so unexpected that it might as well have been a mountain crashing down from the sky, obliterated all other considerations. Leitos’s muscles seized up, and he could scarcely breathe. His eyes slowly rolled, seeking the source of that stealthy noise.
Sand and rock baked under the sun. Nothing moved, yet that sound, a click of stone striking stone, rang loudly in his skull, changing … becoming the sound of stalking feet, hard leather soles studded with iron hobnails, like the sandals the Alon’mahk’lar wore.
All thoughts of being blessed by the chance to serve the Faceless One perished. Fear fell on Leitos, as intense as that which had driven him from the mines. This time, his legs and feet remained fixed. Waiting for death to fall, Leitos squeezed his eyes shut and hunched his shoulders. The brightness of the sun reflected off the barrens, spearing through his eyelids with a crimson glare. Another soft click made him flinch again, but he could not bring himself to open his eyes.
Silence fell, gaining weight. It took greater courage to finally crack an eyelid and look around than anything he had ever done. He was sure that he would find one of the slavemasters looming nearby, uncoiling a lash, or hefting a cudgel or a sword. So strong was his certainty that Leitos actually saw one of those creatures grinning at him with sharp teeth, an abomination formed by the forced union between the demonic spirit of a Mahk’lar and a woman.
Leitos choked on a scream, even as the image vanished. Only the desert’s cruel face gazed upon him. Leitos blinked, fearing his mind had broken. Without warning, a very real shadow flickered over him. He flung his arms over his head, and collapsed into a tight ball. He huddled there shuddering, waiting….
Death did not come. The shadow passed, came again, fled and returned. When he chanced to peek through his crossed arms, he saw no Alon’mahk’lar standing over him, but a circling vulture. It drifted high above, a dirty scrawl against the sun-seared sky.
Then came that furtive clicking sound, much softer and less threatening than before. Leitos looked to a nearby scatter of rounded boulders. After a moment of scrutiny, he made out a coiled serpent resting in a band of shade under a stone protrusion. Relief washed over him, and his laughter came out as a desiccated rasp. Before his mirth evaporated, an idea drove away his despair and thirst and fear.



Chapter 3
 
   Leitos struggled to his feet, one hand gripping a smooth, fist-sized stone. He took one wary, unsteady step, then another. He paused, still seeking out the slavemasters. Except for the glaring adder, he was good and truly alone.
Arm cocked, he advanced, moving slowly so as not to provoke the serpent. Senses heightened by anticipation, he keenly felt each blistering pebble dig into the bottoms of his tattered feet. The serpent coiled tighter. Leitos halted two paces away when the adder vibrated its tail in warning. His arm shook from the strain of holding still. All at once, the snake struck, and Leitos barely leaped clear. At the same instant, he threw the rock, but it flew wide by a foot or more.
The serpent slapped down and slithered near. Leitos spun away, and his foot rolled on a loose stone. He fought for balance, but fell onto his back. He immediately began kicking against the ground, propelling himself backward, and flinging grit into the adder’s face, driving it aside. It seemed that the snake was retreating, then it abruptly coiled and struck.
Everything was moving so fast, but Leitos could see all with startling clarity. The serpent flew at him, its hooked fangs jutting from gaping, puffy white jaws. As it soared at his unprotected face, its scales formed a delicate yellowish gray pattern that glinted in the sunlight.
At the last possible moment, Leitos flung up a hand. By chance alone, his fingers clamped down on the snake’s body, just below its head. Too stunned to consider his luck, he jumped to his feet as the adder began wrapping around his arm. The creature was twice the thickness of his wrist, and incredibly strong. His fingers went numb under the building pressure, and the brief thrill at capturing his prey turned to apprehension. If he did not dispatch the reptile quickly, his grip would fail, leaving the serpent free to sink its fangs into him. His end would come slowly, painfully.
Leitos rushed to the serpent’s lair, where the ground was littered with stones. Holding the creature’s weight at arm’s length was no easy task, but Leitos suffered through the weakening of his muscles, ensuring that the serpent remained well clear of his face. In his haste, he lost his footing and slammed to his knees, nearly losing hold of the snake in a frantic bid to keep from pitching to his side.
Gasping and sweating, he pressed the snake’s head against the closest boulder, while his opposite hand retrieved an egg-shaped stone. His first wild swing collided with his wrist, and he bit back a howl. Furious now, his second, third, and fourth blow crushed the adder’s skull to a pulp. The serpent wrapped tighter around his forearm, but it was dead.
Waiting for the creature to accept its demise, he settled back on his heels, shaking as exhilaration waned and his heartbeat slowed. On rare occasions, he and Adham had secretly caught serpents or lizards or rats and, well out of the slavemasters’ sight, had prepared forbidden meals. Adham often stated that meat tasted better when cooked and spiced, but the closest slaves came to fire was its light, when the slavemasters burned camel dung of an evening.
Leitos unwrapped the snake from his arm and set it aside. Even in death, it writhed back and forth. He hunted until he found a prominent lip of stone jutting off one of the boulders. Using the same rock he had used on the adder, he smashed the stony protrusion. Sandstone crunched and flew. He stopped after he had a collection of shards littering the ground at his feet. Kneeling, he picked through the sharpest bits until he found one as long as his hand and somewhat knife-shaped, then sharpened the crude blade against the curve of a boulder.
While he worked, he searched the desert. The only prominent landmark was a long, knobbed ridge of reddish sandstone far to the west. Other outcrops reared up, all stubby and offering little reliable shade. Of Alon’mahk’lar, there was no sign.
After dragging the makeshift knife back and forth over the boulder, the roughness began to smooth, providing an edge of sorts. Most importantly, he created a sharp tip. After a few more licks, Leitos strode to the serpent and went to work. He considered his grandfather’s cautionary words, making sure the cut was well down from the head in order to avoid the snake’s venom sacs. His knife was sharp for stone, but not really sharp at all, so he sawed and hacked, until he could rip off the head and toss it away. Next, he dug the tip into the adder’s belly, making a gruesome mess of things, but managing to gut the serpent.
Tucking the stone knife into his loincloth, Leitos ducked into the shade the adder had been using, but found it far too narrow for him. He draped the serpent over the boulder, then set to digging with his hands until he carved out a suitable burrow. Once satisfied, Leitos took up the snake and crawled inside.
Out of the sunlight, his skin tingled with relief, and the sand was delightfully cool under his folded legs. Using his teeth, he dug into the pinkish-white meat, tearing away stringy mouthfuls. The taste of blood was good and wetted his tongue, but the meat was full of thin bones, forcing him to eat slowly. Every bite renewed his strength a little more. He still wanted water, and as every hour passed, it became all the more important to find some. Come nightfall, he planned to move west again, and hopefully locate a hidden spring, or maybe a dry streambed in which he could dig down until finding a seep—something the Alon’mahk’lar forced slaves to do. He refused to fully consider that he might never taste water again.
After finishing his meal, Leitos peeked out of his burrow. The same vulture wheeled in great, slow circles far above. He flung the snakeskin out into the sunlight, then scooted deep into his shelter. He reclined on his side, head resting on his arm. He lay there a long time, breathing easy and resting.
Between one moment and the next, the extent of the day’s trials fell on him. The sounds of begging men surrendering to pitiless slavemasters rose up in his mind, and he heard the dreadful wet clangs of edged steel cleaving flesh from bone, the guttural snarls issuing from the slavemasters as they crushed the hopeless uprising. The appalling outcome of Adham’s act fell heavily on Leitos, evoking a strangled sob full of grief and resentment. Why, grandfather? Why did you stand against our masters? You ruined everything!
Never again would he share the cool of the night with his grandfather, feel Adham’s hand upon his brow, or take comfort from his low, rumbling voice. Adham had doomed himself, the other slaves, and even his own grandson. The result of his insurrection had destroyed the life that the Faceless One had provided his sworn enemies. At the mine, there was always food, water, and shelter—perhaps not as much as one wanted, but enough to live. As long as slaves served without complaint or defiance, the Alon’mahk’lar mostly left them alone.
That last thought rang hollow, but Leitos denied the truth that the slavemasters made sport of the chained at every opportunity. Instead, he nurtured his resentment, clinging to the idea that his life, difficult and uncertain as it had been at times, had become an ongoing nightmare of thirst and suffering in the face of Adham’s revolt. His only consolation was that if he found no water, his misery would end within two or three days.
Trying not to think what the morrow would bring, he scrubbed the back of his hand across his damp eyes, sighed deeply, and curled into a protective ball. With all his heart, he hoped that when he awoke he would find himself back in his cell, and that all he had experienced since Adham challenged their masters was but a horrible dream. Regrettably his thirst, the taste of drying blood on his lips, and the ache in his cracked feet, proclaimed the truth. His foolish hopes died quickly and quietly.



Chapter 4
 
   When Leitos’s eyes opened, the day’s overpowering brightness had dwindled to a ruddy afterglow. Outside his burrow, a mangy jackal growled and snapped at a trio of vultures. Befuddled by sleep and intense thirst, it took a moment for Leitos to realize the carrion eaters fought over the snakeskin he had discarded. He watched until he succumbed once more to sleep….
Seemingly moments later, his eyes flared wide to find that night had stretched its cloak of darkness over the land. Despite the apparent tranquility, his heart fluttered, and he was panting for want of breath. He waited, still as stone, not daring to blink. Something had dragged him out of a sound sleep, and whatever it was had filled him with alarm. Chewing his bottom lip, he waited.
After a time, his heartbeat slowed, and he relaxed. He told himself that an already forgotten nightmare must have brought him awake. With what had happened at the mines, he must expect bad dreams.
He licked his lips, but his tongue was too dry to offer relief. Now more than ever, his body cried out for water. Stiff and achy as he was, and desperate for a few more hours of sleep, Leitos decided it was past time to set out again. He had not yet shifted his position when the sound of feet crunching over desert gravel froze him.
The walker came nearer, a stealthy advance. Despite the gloom, Leitos easily made out a pair of huge sandaled feet come to a halt in the sand piled at the mouth of his burrow. Fearing the seeker would question the suspicious mound of loose soil and the subtle tracks covering it, Leitos’s heart lurched into a frantic rhythm. Starlight glinted dully off the rivets of the Alon’mahk’lar’s sandals. He imagined the creature looking about, its broad, flat nose raised to the breeze.
When the head of an iron-banded cudgel thumped down next to those feet, it was all Leitos could do not to bolt from his makeshift cave. His only hope rested in knowing that Alon’mahk’lar saw poorly in the dark, and could catch a scent no better than a man. If he remained still, his pursuer might move on, allowing him to flee under the cover of night.
But why should I hide from them anymore? a small, compelling voice wondered. With but one word, he could give away his position and accept the enslavement he deserved. He would be chained on the morrow but, too, he would be fed, watered, and sheltered. And he might even find Adham still alive, waiting for his safe return in their cell. Giving up was the right course, that voice assured him.
Leitos did not understand why he resisted surrendering, until the night’s gentle breath filled his nostrils with a scent as familiar to him as that of his own sweat. The smell of blood wafted from the dark smears glazing the cudgel’s head, and beneath this lurked the bestial reek of the Alon’mahk’lar. While the mingling of odors was recognizable, Leitos had never consciously noticed them because of their close and constant proximity, the whole of his life. If oppression, sorrow, and death had a scent, this was it; a stench that embodied all that Adham had stood against.
I never noticed, Leitos thought in dismay, taken aback by his lack of discernment, horribly ashamed that he had so recently condemned his grandfather’s actions. Over long moments, understanding began to fall upon him and, like a pick striking unyielding stone, all that he had been forced to believe by the slavemasters began to crack and fall asunder.
Leitos shrank away from the Alon’mahk’lar, both physically and within his mind. Once backed as deep into his burrow as he could go, he found himself shivering and struggling not to vomit. His distress had nothing to do with any odor or fear, but rather the realization that he had nearly given himself over not to a benign master, but rather to a lifelong oppressor, a creature that cared no more for him than it cared for stomping a beetle underfoot. In surrendering, he would defile his grandfather’s sacrifice, the deaths of all the other slaves, and his own life.
In the darkness, Leitos cursed that quailing voice within himself. He had known only suffering at the hands of the slavemasters. There would be neither food, nor shelter, nor forgiveness. Nor would he find Adham waiting. Slaves that resisted, few though they were, died staked under the sun for all to see, their skin cut off in strips, their screams choked with handfuls of sand. Such despicable cruelty was a warning to the chained. Moreover, that action was a testament to the black whims of the Alon’mahk’lar and the one they served.
“I am sorry,” Leitos murmured under his breath, tears beginning to flow as he saw in his mind’s eye a smiling Adham, his protector, his kindred. Adham had cast aside his own life to ensure Leitos’s escape. Of course there was a price for such freedom, and for whatever reason Adham had believed Leitos could meet it. Grow strong and cruel, and avenge the blood of our forefathers.
A wave of shame fell over Leitos for ever thinking along the same lines as Altha. Are we all so weak? Leitos thought, recalling how few slaves had stood with Adham, how most, including himself, had looked at the man as if he were insane for standing against the slavemasters. “I am sorry,” he murmured again.
Leitos did not notice that the Alon’mahk’lar had moved away, until it called out to its brethren in its natural tongue, a deep and garbled muttering. Upon hearing that demonic voice, dismay came alive in Leitos, stealing his breath. Slaves rarely heard that language, and it induced a nearly incapacitating fear. Oily sweat popped out on his brow. He forced his shuddering limbs to remain still. The effort left him weak, but also gave him a sense of victory.
By the time he was in control of himself, the Alon’mahk’lar had moved out of earshot. With the utmost caution, he peeked from his shelter and sought his enemy. Off to the south, moving with slow deliberation, the group of hunting Alon’mahk’lar were but shadows within shadows drifting over a low dune of pale sand. Even with the distance, their eyes winked and glimmered like dull silver coins.
He could not understand how they had missed him … until he remembered the jackal struggling to claim a meal from the vultures. Though he had been half-asleep, he recalled the jackal darting in, over and over, to snatch the snakeskin, only to have the squawking carrion birds flap and hop forward, driving their adversary back. Their battle must have obscured his tracks. Never in his life had he given thanks to animals that feasted upon death, but he did so now.
Leitos crept out of the burrow and raised up into a crouch, keeping a wary eye on the slavemasters. They continued to move away, unaware of how close they had come to capturing him. Not only were they moving away, they did so at a hard angle from the direction he intended to travel. Relief washed over him, but he quickly tamped it down. He could ill-afford to grow confident that he was safe. Not yet, maybe never. Adham’s demand that he avenge their forefathers meant that he might never know peace or safety.
How can I do your will, grandfather? he thought, setting out. All too well Leitos recognized that he was but a half-starved youth, alone in a perilous land about which he knew nothing. In truth, he was only vaguely aware of his location in a world larger than he could imagine. Geldain, he thought in answer to the unspoken question, recalling the name Adham had mentioned when pointing to the crude map he had sketched in the dust on the floor of their cell. Somewhere far south of a land once known as Tureece. Based on that, Leitos supposed he was half a world or more away from the place he had been born. Just the thought that so much land and water existed made him nervous, as it always had when Adham spoke of such things.
As he crept from bush to boulder, eyes darting from one shadow to another, he sifted through old conversations until recalling Adham’s story of a voyage across the Sea of Drakarra, a journey during which he and the other slaves had, by turns, been either chained to the decks of a great ship, or lashed to one of a hundred oars. Leitos had been but a babe then, Adham told him, newly weaned and tossed with other infants into a large basket. Alon’mahk’lar feared deep water, Adham had said, which meant the shipmasters were treacherous humans. That self-serving men would betray their own always troubled his grandfather, perhaps more so than the presence of the Faceless One and the Alon’mahk’lar. After landing on the shores of Geldain, the slaves had been given over to new masters, chained together, and marched into the heart of a nameless desert. Most slaves perished long before reaching the first of many mines, but the Alon’mahk’lar always brought more.
Adham had many stories about fighting the Faceless One’s dread armies, and how the Alon’mahk’lar victors made a point of separating captured men from the women, boys from the girls. They were stories of valor and hardship, but Leitos had only ever gleaned that those who resisted suffered and died, miserable and broken.
In that light, the future Leitos faced seemed to grow more dangerous. The whole of his existence had been spent digging into the desert for a season or two, then moving a short distance away to dig again, always clawing into the earth, searching for something that the Alon’mahk’lar never disclosed. Most slaves believed they toiled only to toil. Adham had been convinced they were looking for something, though he knew not what. Hunger and thirst, dust and rock, blisters and blinding sunlight, were all that Leitos knew. Freedom had ever been his grandfather’s dream, but to Leitos the same had been an idea shunned at all costs. Freedom, even the attempt of it, meant death. Now, he must embrace his grandfather’s will as his own. Leitos was prepared to try, but worried he would fail.
Grow strong and cruel, and avenge the blood of our forefathers, he heard Adham say again. Leitos knew he must survive in order to avenge his grandfather and his people.
Setting aside all other considerations, save putting distance between himself and the Alon’mahk’lar, he searched the stars until he found the Turtle, then looked farther south until making out the setting Archer. Keeping the Archer on his left side, he headed on a westerly course, careful to remain quiet and low to the ground. He still held doubts that his efforts would yield anything of worth for his people, but for Adham’s sake, he would at least fight to escape his masters.
Masters, he thought, a frown pinching his brow. For the first time, that word held not fearful reverence for the Alon’mahk’lar, but derision. And for the first time, he dared to hate them.
He had no sooner thought that than the resonant wail of a horn shattered the night’s stillness. Leitos did not have to look around to know they had found his trail. From the east another horn sounded, telling him that there was not one hunting party, but two!
Leitos abandoned skulking and ran.



Chapter 5
 
   After the wails of Alon’mahk’lar horns, Leitos heard only his feet hammering against the desert and the soft rush of wind in his ears. Fright made him blessedly unaware of the pain in his torn feet, or the stiffness of his water-starved muscles. Despite the blessed lack of feeling, he was well aware that his limbs were not working properly, nor were his lungs. At best, his pace was half what it had been when he fled the slaughter at the mines.
Like the baying of demonic hounds, the horns split the night, closer than before. Leitos found the two bands of Alon’mahk’lar converging into one hunting party behind him, their shadowed forms and silvery eyes bobbing in time with their great strides. While they could not see or smell any better than men, they were fair trackers, and tireless besides, able to run twice the speed of a man, and ten times as far. They would catch him in no time.
Leitos winced every time his toes kicked loose a rock, or his legs thrashed through night-shrouded bush. Commonsense told him these things did not matter, because his feet were doubtless leaving telltale marks in the sand at every step. His only friend this night was the darkness, but his flagging strength all but destroyed that advantage.
The call of a third horn, this one farther off to the north than the two bands at his back, told him there were three hunting groups. With his mind working far more effectively than his body, Leitos deduced that there could be up to two dozen slavemasters after him. He had never known so many Alon’mahk’lar to go after a single slave. For the barest moment, he thought it possible that some of his fellows had made it farther than he had believed. Just as quickly, he dismissed that idea. He had seen them fall, one by one, many miles back. And in the openness of the desert, he would have noticed if others were about.
It does not matter! he thought forcefully, ducking his head and willing his arms and legs to pump faster. While not as speedily as he wished, his feet began to fall in a surer, steadier rhythm, and his great gulping breaths managed to keep the fire in his lungs from becoming a debilitating inferno.
The edge of a jutting rock caught his foot caught and sent him soaring. He plowed through sand and gravel, scraping away layers of skin from his knees and palms. Leitos gritted his teeth against crying out, and lurched to his feet in a bid to run, only to stumble and fall flat. He sprawled facedown, fingertips digging grooves through the coarse soil, his whimpery breaths puffing dust into his nose and eyes. The horns sounded again.
“Damn you!” Leitos screamed, relishing the explosion of hate and fury in his breast, uncaring that he had pinpointed himself to his enemies. He wanted them to find him, so that he might punish them for making him afraid, destroy them for hounding him to such extremes.
As if mocking the futility of his desires, the horns wailed again. All the enraged heat coursing through Leitos’s veins went to ice. Fool! he cursed himself.
Continuing to berate himself, he pushed himself to his bloody knees, then to his feet. He stood swaying, wanting more than anything to crawl into a deep, dark hole until the Alon’mahk’lar moved away. But there was no such shelter, at least none he was likely to find. Instead, he searched for and found the slavemasters. Their feet pounded the ground, and their eyes formed a broken line of winking lights. They were gaining ground at a shocking pace, and their silvery stares bored through the darkness to find him.
I will not surrender, he thought, gritting his teeth.
He found the Archer again, then locked his eyes on the brightest star he could find above the horizon, using it to guide his shambling trot.
All before him blurred together, save that glowing beacon in the heavens, and he forced himself to disregard the crying horns. In this enthralled state, he did not at first notice that his feet no longer thumped against pebbly soil, but rather slapped against sandstone. Only when a rising cliff forced him to halt, did he come fully back to himself.
Despite the gloom, he could tell it stretched miles in both directions, and rose up no less than twenty paces. The top edge climbed, fell, and climbed again, like the spine of a great beast. He had seen the ridge of stone the day before. He wished he had remembered it before he took flight from his makeshift den, for he might have gone in another direction. Now he was trapped.
Am I? he wondered, brushing his fingers over the surface. It seemed the wall of rock was smooth, but on closer inspection, he found that it looked as if mud had been poured out to bake under the sun, then more was poured over the first layer, then more, slowly building up hundreds of thin sheets….
He reached up, wedged his fingers between two layers of stone, then pulled himself up enough to drive his toes into another seam. He began to climb, his muscles weak and shivery. Still, the ascent was far easier than he would have imagined. His life in the mines had made his grip firm, and the skin of his fingers tough as leather. And despite the abuse the soles of his feet had taken since his escape, the tips of his toes were in better shape, and they clung to the layered stone like a second set of fingers.
Over several paces he climbed, then the cliff arched over the top of him like a frozen wave, halting him. He hung there, breathing deeply but calmly, searching for another way. Finding what he needed, he moved off to his right and came to an area pocked with dozens of deep pockets. Some, he was surprised to find, were filled with empty bird nests made of dried, crumbly mud and feathers.
With a new path chosen, he climbed up and sideways, well over half the height of the cliff, then came to a ledge. Needing a rest, he tugged himself up, then settled his rump amid a scatter of twigs. Here, birds had attached even more mud nests to the rock.
Back the way he had come, the Alon’mahk’lar were much nearer. They did not blow their horns any longer, and Leitos thought sure they had noticed him climbing up the cliff. He grinned at the idea of their fury before wondering if they, too, could climb. Abruptly deciding he had rested enough, he resumed his ascent.
In short order, he made it to the top of the sheer spine of stone, and halted in the notch of a cleaved boulder. From far away, he heard a strange, monotonous rumble, but thought nothing of it, his attention fixed on the Alon’mahk’lar staring up at him from the base of the cliff.
There were at least two dozen, perhaps more—it was hard to separate one shadow from another. He should have run then, but instead he peered back, waiting. It struck him that he had never seen so many slavemasters gathered in one place. Why are there so many ... and where did they come from? Since they seemed disinclined to crawl up after him, he also wondered what they intended to do.
“Come down, child,” one slavemaster invited, “before you fall.” It spoke as did all Alon’mahk’lar, in a voice that sounded like the grinding of stones and suppressed ferocity.
“Why should you care if I fall, if you mean to kill me anyway?” It took all his courage to keep his voice light, almost indifferent. He had never directly addressed one of the slavemasters.
“We wish you no harm,” the slavemaster said, snarling the words.
Leitos thought of mutilated slaves, and about what another Alon’mahk’lar had said, just before Adham drove his pick into the creature’s skull. “Your blood will be a sweet wine upon my tongue….”
Harm, Leitos concluded with growing anger, was all that these monstrous beings wanted for him, or any human.
The Alon’mahk’lar smiled up at him, a terrifying vision. “A place of comfort has been prepared for you. You will want for nothing.” Several of the demon’s fellows nodded in agreement, all smiling as nastily as the first.
Leitos’s eyes narrowed. “And a place has been prepared for you, Alon’mahk’lar,” he said, speaking that forbidden name with as much disdain as he could muster. “Geh’shinnom’atar is your true home, and Peropis is your master!”
He hoped to infuriate the creatures, and by their harsh growls he did. A handful of the slavemasters flung themselves at the cliff, snarling and snapping. To Leitos’s horror, one began scampering up the rock face with a mind-numbing grace, as if it were floating rather than climbing. Then one huge hand caught a lip of stone that broke away, sending the Alon’mahk’lar hurtling back. It bounced when it hit, scattering its companions. In the next instant, it was on its feet. A moment after that, the beast set to climbing again, cursing Leitos in its natural tongue.
The spell of watching the slavemasters come was broken by their terrible utterances, and Leitos clawed his way up and over the cleaved boulder. His desperate movements caused the massive stone to shift. By the time he had reached its crown, the boulder was moving downward in a sickening, sliding roll. He leaped with all his strength, not sure if he would fall into a bottomless crevasse, or land on solid ground. The boulder wobbled underfoot as he pushed off, then the sound of grinding stone filled the night. He landed in a sprawl on a flat sandstone surface. For the barest moment quiet held … then came a roar of crashing rock mingled with the slavemasters’ pained screams.
Leitos clambered to his feet and sprinted away. He did not look around. His legs flashed in the darkness, thrusting him along. Where before every step had been a struggle, now it seemed as if he were flying, light as a feather. Exhilaration filled him, for he knew at least some of his pursuers had died, crushed under falling rock. Crazed laughter erupted from his parched throat. Whether by accident or not, in some small way he had begun to exact the vengeance his grandfather had demanded of him. Galvanized, his feet flew. He felt as if he could run forever.
Even as his ears detected the rumbling sound he had dismissed earlier, he smelled wetness on the breath of the night. He passed through a strange veil of cooler air that pebbled his skin. Over another hundred feet, the strange rumbling grew into a throaty roar. He ran toward that sound, alarmed by its foreignness, but driven by the danger at his back.
Suddenly his feet were pedaling over nothingness, and he truly became buoyant as a feather—if a feather that fell through space, like a stone hurled into a chasm filled with darkness and unending thunder.



Chapter 6
 
   Arms flailing, Leitos fell, his cry buried under the fury of a thousand raging storms. After what seemed an age, he slammed into a chilling, turbulent froth and plunged down until his feet struck unyielding rock. Water, shockingly cold, gushed into his mouth, nose, and ears. He kicked off the bottom and rose through a speeding current. He bobbed to the surface once, then the raging waters dragged him back under. Leitos floundered, turned one way then the other, tumbling in the watery void.
Instinct kept him from drawing a deep breath. That same inborn knowledge guided his hands to churn before his chest in a clumsy paddling motion. A moment later, his head shot clear of the roiling water. He floated along, splashing and kicking, and the river became less turbulent. High cliffs swept by on either side. Above them, the stars shone with bland indifference.
Leitos’s initial panic faded, and he drank his fill from the river. He found that with minimal effort, he could keep his head above water. How long he drifted he could not have said, but he guessed at least an hour passed before he sensed a change in the currents. The river’s chuckling grumble grew angry again, the surface rising and falling in waves. Soon, he was hurtling along, a bit of flotsam caught on the undulating back of a serpent made of water.
All at once, a powerful current pulled him under. He kicked at the force, and though his calves plowed through the water, it held him firmly in its grip, dragging him down into the crushing dark. Pressure mounted and a painful popping noise sounded in his ears. His lungs burned for want of the last breath he had been denied, but there was none to be had. Slow fire rapidly spread from his chest into his arms and legs. The darkness before his eyes came alight with sparkling flares. The bright pinpoints faded soon after, devoured by creeping gray spiders … a few at first, then more and more. As the gray swarmed over his vision, it also sank into his mind, subduing his panic, replacing it with a resigned calm.
His mouth yawned wide, involuntarily preparing to draw a breath, and then the swirling current slammed him into a wide mass of moss-slicked rock. The last of his spent breath burst from his chest in a flurry of bubbles, but the same currents that had threatened to drown him, now carried him up, rolling him over slimy stone.
Thrashing feebly, Leitos cleared the surface, waterlogged and retching. The gray spiders of looming unconsciousness quickly retreated. He clawed his way onto a mass of rock until he lay half-in, half-out of the water. The river toyed with his legs, trying in vain to drag him back. Leitos pulled himself a little farther up onto dry ground, then collapsed.
He remained where he was for a long time, chest heaving. His wits and strength came back slowly, harried by vague thoughts of the hunting Alon’mahk’lar. But even that threat failed to rouse him completely. He had been on the run, fearing for his life at every turn, less than one full day and night, yet he was so exhausted that the thought of pushing any farther made him want to weep. He remained where he was, praying that no searching eyes would find him.
A chill crept over his skin, but he was too worn-out to do anything more than acknowledge that he had never been so cold. With that thought drifting in the back of his mind, his eyes closed, and he lost all awareness and concern.
When he awoke, he found he had curled into a tight, shivering ball, and the river was a beast roaring around him. The sky to the east showed the first gray hints of the coming dawn, but it was still too dark to clearly make out his surroundings.
River, he thought with a measure of coherency, realizing it was not the first time his mind had named it so. Adham had spoken of rivers, telling that they flowed down from high mountains, emptying into either lakes or salty seas. They were filled with all manner of fish and snails and other things to eat, and had banks frequented by any living thing that needed water to survive. While Leitos had only ever seen a river in his mind, without question he had jumped into one. While delighted that he had escaped the slavemasters, it mystified him that so much water could exist in an otherwise bone-dry land.
He sat up and peered through the lightening gloom, gauging the distance to either bank was only a hundred paces away. It might have been a mile, for all the good it did. His grandfather had mentioned that as a youth, he enjoyed swimming in a cool pond or mountain lake during the heat of the day, but such a skill could hardly be passed on when surrounded by countless leagues of sand and rock, where the greatest source of water Leitos had ever seen was that held in clay cisterns.
Thinking of water, how thirsty he had been, Leitos cautiously edged to one side of his slab of rock, and used a cupped hand to bring the river to his lips. In the faint morning light, it was silty, reddish brown, like the land around him, but it was sweet on his tongue. So sweet, and there was so much!
He gave up using his hand and plunged his head into the endless, gurgling surge, gulping the delicious, cool wetness until he feared his belly would burst. With a deep, satisfied sigh, he splayed out on the rock. Indifferent to his chilled skin, he slept again, taking comfort that if he could not leave his sanctuary, then neither could anyone or anything reach him, especially Alon’mahk’lar, who feared water.
Leitos came awake with a start and jumped to his feet under blazing sunlight, searching for the danger he felt but could not find. A dream. He relaxed, knowing that the Alon’mahk’lar cudgel he thought was about to crush the life from him was but a vision from beyond the waking world. Just a terrible dream.
Dream or not, he took the opportunity to survey his surroundings, now basking in the full light of day. By all accounts, he had slept nearly to midday, and felt refreshed. The first thing he discovered was that riverbanks were not banks at all, but sheer cliffs. Over ages, the river’s mighty flow had undercut those stone walls.
Tilting his head, he saw just how far he had plunged the night before, and his mouth fell open. Taking into account that these particular cliffs could be higher than the one he had flown off, he glanced upstream. As far as he could see, which was a good bit since the river here flowed mostly straight, the height was fairly uniform. A hundred paces, came his stunned thought, maybe more! Interspersed along that stretch of river, water exploded over boulders and flat bastions of stone similar to the one upon which he stood….
Imagining himself plummeting so far made his knees weak, and his insides churned at the sure knowledge that he must have just narrowly missed slamming into any one of those rocky knobs. He plopped down on his rump, shuddering deep within himself. After a moment, he shook that off. It was far easier to push aside his certain brush with death than it would have been just the day before. In that short span, he had faced death many times over.
Again taking up his study of the deep gorge, it took no time to determine that getting out of the rocky corridor would be no easy task. But at least I have water. Of course, that did next to nothing to appease the hollow grumbling in his belly. Before all else, he needed to find food.
He scanned the tongue of stone upon which he had washed up. It rose out of the river, long and narrow, perhaps ten paces wide and two score long. It was lower on his end, and sloped upward to a rounded pinnacle at the other. Over its length, several pools of mossy water suggested that, at times, the river flowed higher than it did now.
He walked to the nearest oblong pool, its surface alive with skipping waterbugs. Large fat ones paddled amongst tufts of bright green moss below the surface. He barely noticed the insects. His attention was on his scraped and scabby toes, which were clean for the first time he could ever recall. As if he had never seen them before, he slowly held up his hands before his face, rolled them over and back. The sun-darkened skin from his knuckles to his shoulders, from his toes to his chest, was free of grime. Entranced, he cautiously raised his forearm to his nose, delighted to find that instead of smelling like dirt and sweat, he smelled like the river.
Tears glistened in his eyes, brought on by a mingling of joy and sorrow in his heart. He wished Adham was at his side to share in this experience. His sorrow soon gave way to gratitude. His grandfather had paid with his life to give him freedom, but until now, Leitos had not truly understood the depth of that sacrifice.
His growling belly arrested his thoughts and, with a silent heartfelt thanks to his grandfather, Leitos knelt down to get a closer look at the pool.
The waterbugs skipping over the top of the pool were small and quick, while those swimming through the dazzling green moss below were the size of his thumbnail. Having eaten plenty of beetles, he did not hesitate to make an attempt at catching a meal. Capturing either type proved harder than he envisioned, but after several failed efforts, he perfected his skill.
For an hour or more, using a cupped palm, he herded them into the other waiting palm, quickly clutched his fingers around their wriggling bodies, then brought them to his mouth. With great relish, he gobbled them all. The surface bugs tasted slightly bitter and salty, while the plump ones burst between his teeth with a sweetish flavor he found delightful.
In the course of his hunt, his fingers occasionally came up holding clumps of moss, which he ate as well. The moss was slimy, and it tasted like the river. Despite needing to drink to get it down, to his tongue the moss was just as tasty as the waterbugs. He found snails in an even larger pool, and ate those as well. Their shells crunched around squishy, gritty meat, but overall they were palatable. Taken as a whole, the varied flavors proved to be the finest meal to ever pass his lips.
With his belly full, Leitos made another thorough search of the cliffs now shading the river. Of enemies, there were none to be seen. Birds by the hundreds flitted over the cliff faces, or skimmed the few placid eddies in the river.
Sure that he was safe, Leitos sprawled on his back against the sun-warmed rock. Night would fall in another few hours, leaving him cold again, but for now a sense of peace fell over him and he dozed, contented.



Chapter 7
 
    Leaving his refuge proved more difficult than Leitos imagined. The second day, he decided he needed more rest and food before he set out, so he hunted and devoured an abundance of waterbugs, moss, and snails. He savored every bite, then slept.
After waking, he investigated other pools and found the deepest held a few finger-long, silvery fish. As his shadow passed over them, they flashed out of sight under a submerged tree limb as thick as his waist. He had never tasted fish, and decided he wanted to.
He pondered the water, the obstacle to his next meal. Until he had splashed into the river, he had never seen so much water. But this pool was not the river, and other than being wet, it was different in all other regards. The water in the pools was warmer, it did not move, and was nowhere near as deep and treacherous as the river.
Without thinking, he sat down at the edge and slipped his legs into the pool. Its sides were slick with moss and silt, and shaped like a shallow bowl. If something went wrong, he could easily climb out. The river might be dangerous, but the pool was not. He eased himself into the water, and while it was far warmer than the river, it stole his breath as it climbed above his waist, then to his midsection, and finally all the way up to his neck.
Leitos stood still for a time, marveling at the peculiar sensation of buoyancy. It was not weightlessness, but close. He took a step, pushing off with his toes, and seemed to soar before settling back. Forgetting about the fish, he walked around the pool, gliding through the water. After two circuits, an idea came to him.
With an unconscious grin, he cautiously dunked his face, eyelids and lips firmly pressed together. After a moment, he opened his eyes. All was blurry but recognizable. He exhaled through his nose, and a blast of tickly bubbles rolled over his cheeks and past his temples. When he needed air, he raised his head, took a breath, then bent again to look under the water. He did this over and over, never growing weary of the bubbles, or the floating sensation.
After a time, he grew emboldened. Taking the deepest breath he could, he leaned forward and lifted his legs. For a brief but terrifying moment, he sank. Only the knowledge that he could stand whenever he needed to kept him calm. With his heartbeat thumping in his ears, he floated to the surface and hung there. Looking down at the bottom of the pool, alive with flashes of blurry silver, his arms spread wide, he felt as if he were flying. Marveling, he forgot himself and laughed. Water gushed into his throat, and then he was splashing about, coughing and gagging. Only when his toes scraped bottom did he remember that he could stand.
Eyes bulging in panic, he scrambled out of the pool as if it were a bath of poison, and flung himself onto the rocks. After he cleared his lungs, his fright passed. He lay panting, naming himself a fool. Nevertheless, it was a good while before he mustered the courage to return to the water, but return he did. He simply could not resist.
Much of the day passed in the pools, and in that time he discovered that he could control himself imitating the movements of the surface-skimming waterbugs. He began slowly at first, swishing his hands back and forth, and propelling himself forward by tentatively kicking his legs. Over time, he found that if he did both, in just the right way, he could raise his head to draw a breath without having to put his feet on the bottom.
Soon after, his thoughts turned to the waterbugs that maneuvered below the water. With his confidence higher than ever, he dove under, then let buoyancy take him to the surface. He did this again and again, assuring himself that he would always rise. Once he had convinced himself of that, he went under, pressed his hands together, pushed them forward, then spread them and swept them back toward his hips. Arrow-straight, he glided on one breath to the far side of the pool.
He stood up, looking around, smiling broadly, and feeling like all the world had changed. He knew it had not, not really, but it felt different, and that difference swelled his heart with a sense of expectancy and hope. Leitos set his mind on the fish he had observed while he taught himself to swim.
At first he chased them, diving and swimming after, but they were far too swift. Next he stood still, trying to snatch them when they came near, but that proved futile as well. When his belly began to rumble, he gave up on delicacy and thrashed his arms and legs wildly, driving the fish into the shallowest end of the pool. From there, he used his hands to push them, one at a time, onto the rocks.
By the end of the day, he had managed to collect a dozen fish. He ate them raw, washing them down with frequent drinks. Afterward, with the gorge lost in deepening shadow, he sprawled out on his back until darkness fell, then watched the stars long into the night.
When he awoke, the sun was shining in his face.
After making a quick meal of waterbugs the third morning, he climbed to the highest point of his refuge, looking for an easy path to dry land but finding none. The river rushed by, splashing and spraying over submerged rocks, or parting around larger boulders and islands similar to his. As he tried to convince himself to plunge into the river, he remembered the way the powerful currents had dragged him deep below the surface. Swimming the river would be nothing like the pool. It was not lost on him that he had to make the attempt at some point, for he could not live the rest of his days on a rock. Moreover, he had made his silent vow to Adham to seek out the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. And because Adham was the only kin he had ever known, he meant to hold to his word ... just not this day.
So he swam again throughout the morning, ate and drank his fill, and rested under the sun.
In a peaceful drowse, he found himself considering the true vastness of the world. After fleeing leagues across the desert and seemingly getting nowhere, then dropping into the river and having it sweep him miles downstream, he knew that the world was far wider than all his previous conceptions. So wide, in truth, that just thinking on it made his rocky sanctuary, with its small pools and the river’s protective surge, feel all the safer. How could he possibly traverse such dangerous and broken territories inhabited by hunting Alon’mahk’lar and worse, if even a fraction of the stories Adham had told him were true?
Beyond the river and the gorge waited lands that had been torn apart by the Upheaval, a cataclysm so powerful that his grandfather claimed it had destroyed two of three moons, upset the balance of the world in the heavens, changed the seasons and the placement of the stars in the firmament, and reshaped all former kingdoms.
Usually when his grandfather recounted this tale, Leitos could get no further than trying to imagine a night sky with three moons, the faces of gods, instead of the one that remained, and gave virtually no light. Adham said a handful of years before his birth the remaining moon, the face of the goddess Hiphkos the Contemplator, had shone a pale blue, bathing the world in a cool, comforting glow. Before their demise, Adham told that her brothers had followed after her every evening—first the middling Memokk, with his amber radiance, then the diminutive Attandaeus, who burned like an ember in the night. Now the Sleeping Widow, as Hiphkos was sometimes called, wore a veil of dark gray shot through with threads of black.
Under an unsettling sense of loss for a world he had never known, Leitos spent the rest of the day watching the river flow by, pondering what awaited him once he dared leave his island. Nothing good, he concluded with a shudder, as darkness fell over the gorge.
Later, as his eyes slipped shut for the night, a stray thought, like a whisper on the wind, suggested that it might be better if he never left his secluded refuge.



Chapter 8
 
   The next morning, he awoke to find a slate gray sky, with heavy clouds piling up to the north. Summer storms were often the fiercest, but he disregarded the potential danger of being caught out in the open. After all, summer storms were short-lived affairs. He remained calm, even when lightning began flashing in the distance, followed by low, steady peals of thunder echoing through the gorge.
As the storm spread across the sky, he went about gathering his breakfast. Munching a handful of waterbugs, thinking about another swimming lesson, an unexpected gust nearly toppled him into the river. That wayward blast of wind proved to be the first of many, and quickly became a steady gale that forced Leitos to sit with his back to the storm.
He remained that way until a streak of lightning struck the river a little downstream, followed by a boom of thunder that rattled his bones. The wind increased, as did the lightning and thunder. The sky darkened under purplish black clouds that billowed and swirled like living, malevolent entities. The first raindrops fell huge and scattered, and rapidly became a pounding deluge.
Shivering and bedraggled, Leitos huddled down and waited for the storm to pass, arms wrapped tightly around knees pulled close to his chest.
But the storm did not pass. Instead, it became more powerful, its thick cloak creating a premature nightfall. Erratic winds howled, driving the downpour first one way, then another. Through it all, Leitos did not worry too much, and only started when lightning struck close.
His first inkling that he might be in trouble came when, through the blur of driving rain, he noticed the birth of a dozen muddy waterfalls pouring over either rim of the gorge. Soon after, a hundred cascades were plunging into the river. Leitos told himself that the storm would pass in its own time. Instead, the tempest raged on, the battering rainfall stinging his exposed skin.
Alerted by a strange sensation, he looked through his dripping hair, startled to find that the river had risen high enough to lap at his toes. Where he sat, that meant the surface had risen a good two feet.
Leitos clambered to the highest point on his rapidly shrinking island, and there sat down again. Eyes narrowed, he watched with dread fascination as the river rushed by, its surface getting higher, wilder, muddier, and choked with swirling debris.
Soon the turbulent flow had covered the whole of his sanctuary, forcing him to stand up to keep his backside out of the water. Disbelieving, he watched it creep above his ankles. He told himself it could rise no more … but it did, until the flow tugged at his legs, upsetting his balance. He was a heartbeat from being swept away. Fighting for balance, he whipped his head around, searching for any place to go. In all directions, boiling spray marked drowned boulders. Of dry land, there was none.
The river inched higher, and the storm showed no sign of abating. Water surged against him, his feet slid. There was no more time. As he prepared to leap, he felt a strange trembling in the rock underfoot, and with that sensation came a sound out of the north that stilled his pulse.
He squinted against the sheeting pour. Upstream, through a nearly opaque curtain of rain, lightning flashed and thunder rolled. The river’s voice strengthened, and the sensation of quaking underfoot became a steady throb. Leitos blinked water out of his eyes, unsure what he was seeing. Out of that rain-soaked gloom raced a seething mountain of mud and raging waters, its boiling face riddled with deadly debris. He waited no longer. Leitos shouted as he threw himself into the river, but his voice could not contend with the raging fury racing toward him.
The powerful current snatched him from the air, eagerly, forcefully, as if it had been waiting these last days for just such a chance. He tried a few strokes, but swimming was useless. It took all his effort to keep his head above water. More than once, his feet scraped or slammed over rocks. Backward churning waves rolled him under, whirled him about, then vomited him farther downstream. He was at the mercy of the river as much as all the pummeling, water-black branches floating with him. After going over a low waterfall, he found himself facing upriver. The mountain of muddied water chased after him, falling over itself in great, exploding waves, gaining slowly; its immense power pushed him before it. He turned, doing his best to stay afloat.
The sides of the gorge narrowed at one point, flashing by, the river’s rage amplified by towering cliffs. Up ahead, the river took a sharp turn. In the outer curve, the waters crashed against the wall of the gorge, rising high before collapsing back over on themselves in a continuous, churning fall thrice the height of a man. All Leitos had taught himself about swimming fled his mind, and panic consumed his wits. He began clawing at the water, trying to get to the inside curve of the bend.
His efforts were in vain.
Thrashing and kicking, he flew into the base of the towering wave. Spray hit his face, and the river dragged him under. He struck the rock wall, the force crushing the breath from his lungs. All became a spinning, tumbling confusion. With malicious intent, the flow slammed him against the base of the cliff, set him free, then punished him again. Caught in an inescapable eddy, Leitos banged repeatedly against the wall before a squeezing force pressed in on him from every side. He shot up and up, feeling at once weightless and caught in a giant’s fist. Then, with stunning abruptness, he soared free. He pinwheeled before splashing into the river.
Bruised, scraped, and disorientated, he struggled to the surface and drew a sodden breath. All was a deafening roar, as the river thrashed him. Leitos fought as long as he could, but rapidly grew weaker and more desperate for a deep breath. His chest burned, but he dared not draw the river into his lungs. A part of him felt sure he was going to drown, but another part refused to accept the possibility. He had survived too much to let mere water destroy him. His anxiety gave way to his own fury, and he cursed the river and the storm, elements so much greater than he.
His anger gave him some little, momentary strength. He paddled and splashed with all the vigor he could muster, but his effort was short-lived. Far too soon, his arms and legs became leaden, useless. He sank again. This time, he failed to rise.
Knowing he had lost the battle, Leitos felt an unexpected acceptance surmount his fears. Lost in the swirling reddish murk, he went still and let the river take him. He drew in the extinguishing coolness of the river, quenching the fire in his chest. A suffocating pressure filled his lungs, but he soon moved beyond such physical concerns, as if his spirit and body were no longer one.
His consciousness drifted, rendering all previous apprehensions impotent. No more would he fear the bite of an Alon’mahk’lar’s lash, no more would he suffer hunger or thirst. In the wake of this release he found true freedom, and a sense of expectancy filled him, birthed a surreal peace in his soul. Only the sharp understanding that he had failed his grandfather haunted him. Yet even that concern evaporated, as points of light began dancing before his eyes, multiplying, until he floated upon an undulating sea of pearl white. As the white went to black he decided, with no small measure of relief, that death was nothing to fear.



Chapter 9
 
    Sharp, red pain drew him out of the serene dream and into a raucous nightmare of thundering waters, torrential rains, and driving winds. Something had caught the hair on his head in an iron-grip. It was pulling him from the river, carelessly dragging him along like a carcass over rounded stones, then through sandy mud.
He opened his mouth to shout a protest, but silty water dribbled past his lips instead of words. All the pain and fear he had so recently escaped crashed back down upon him, and he longed to return to that blessed void. He reached up with arms that refused to work as they should, and clawed with fingers that held no strength.
“Quit fighting, you damned fool,” a man’s gruff voice commanded.
Leitos’s arms fell, and his eyes rolled. A presence loomed above him, clad in dripping rags colored after the hues of the desert, all of browns, dirty reds, and fawn. In a lurching gait, the bulky figure brought him to higher ground, then tossed him down.
Still unable to draw a breath, the blessed darkness began to fall again over Leitos. He let it, for in death he had known absolute peace, and he desired to know that nothingness again. As if alerted to Leitos’s thoughts and finding them unacceptable, the man turned, his face lost in the shadow of a deep, drooping hood. Without preamble, he jammed a sandaled foot onto Leitos’s chest and stomped down. Leitos’s eyes bulged at the offending pressure, and a gout of water sprayed past his teeth. The ragged figure mercilessly trounced him once, twice, again. Each time, more of the river surged from Leitos’s lungs, until no more came.
A rattling wheeze assailed Leitos’s ears as his body, indifferent to the will of his heart, drew breath. Fresh air flowed, but after the gritty river water it burned worse than going without, leaving him coughing and retching. The agonizing fit went on until he was sure he had ruptured something.
In time, his labored breathing evened out, and the fierce blaze in his chest subsided. When his coughing finally dwindled to nothing, everything inside him felt raw and abused.
Leitos’s eyes fluttered open on a roiling expanse of clouds, their mottled gray-and-black underbellies torn by flicking tongues of white fire. The rainfall had begun to taper off. Head wobbling, he cast about and found that the walls of the gorge had fallen away to reveal a familiar desert landscape. At the river’s edge, thickets of lush green rushes bowed their heads away from the press of the wind. Farther up the bank, a few spindly trees swayed back and forth.
Leitos rolled to his side to avoid looking into the depths of his savior’s hood. He closed his eyes on the world, his chest occasionally hitching with a weak cough.
The dark figure hovered motionless, silent, ominous. “You will live,” the man growled.
“Why did you save me?” Leitos asked weakly.
The man cocked his hooded head. He remained silent for a time, then spoke words that sent a chill through Leitos. “I suppose one like you, an escaped slave, would rather die. No such luck, boy. You are worth more alive than dead.”
“A Hunter,” Leitos gasped. On the rarest occasion a slave escaped the Alon’mahk’lar. When that happened, they employed Hunters, men renowned as much for their tracking abilities as their unfeeling treachery against their own kind. Being human, such men roved without suspicion, seeking and finding those they pursued. Often, they worked hand-in-hand with slavers who brought fresh captives to the mines. Adham had hated Hunters worse than he hated the Alon’mahk’lar, or even the Faceless One. “There are few betrayals worse than men hunting their own at the command of demon-spawn,” he had often said, always spitting on the ground to emphasize his contempt. “Nothing can ever redeem the soul of such a despicable creature.”
Looking askance at his captor, Leitos collected himself and sat up, muscles quivering uncontrollably. He felt cold and gray-fleshed, like something dead. All that mattered was getting his wits and strength back, then planning his escape. He could not let himself be given again into the hands of the Alon’mahk’lar.
The Hunter squatted on his haunches, his face still lost in the darkness of his hood. Nevertheless, the weight of his unseen eyes pressed against Leitos. He said nothing, only looked. What he saw besides a sopping and disheveled youth, Leitos could only guess. That continued study made him more uncomfortable by the moment. He imagined a mouse must feel the same, when facing an adder.
The Hunter kept up his silent vigil so long that Leitos began to wonder if the Hunter really was a man. Adham had told that Mahk’lar, before they began breeding to humankind, and thus transferring their essence into a human womb, had gone about possessing men, women, and even children, transforming them into walking horrors. Such abominations did not last long, for with the loss of its true soul, the inhabited flesh perished and began to rot. Usually within a few days, the Mahk’lar would burst free, seeking new flesh to control and destroy. Although a long generation had passed since the emergence of the vile Alon’mahk’lar race, Leitos supposed it possible that stray Mahk’lar could still roam the world. I have to get away!
“I can see your mind working, boy,” the man said, as if sensing Leitos’s last thought, “but you will not escape me. I can track a lizard up a bare stone cliff, even a soaring bird. It is not the tracks the lizard leaves, boy, or the feathers that fall from the bird’s wings, but the reek of fear they leave when they know they are sought. I can smell that fear on all creatures, great and small … and I can smell it on you, even in this damnable rain.”
“And you smell like the piss of a leprous goat,” Leitos snapped with a flare of irrepressible malice.
The back of the man’s rough hand crashed into Leitos’s cheek before he registered movement. His head rocked back, and a warm trickle of blood mingled with cold raindrops on his cheek. Dazed, Leitos righted himself. He peered at the man with narrowed eyes, a smoldering hatred searing away his entrenched humility, daring to imagine that someday he would seek out such despicable men, as well as all Alon’mahk’lar, delivering upon them the bloody justice they had earned—
The Hunter struck him again. The blow, harder by far than the first, knocked Leitos sprawling. Stunned, he floundered about, eyelids fluttering. He did not know how long he wallowed in the gritty mud of the riverbank, but eventually his head cleared. Cunning, he thought. You must use your wits.
Storing away that precious tidbit, schooling his features to meekness, he pushed himself up and bowed his head in a show of surrender. The Hunter laughed, a deep mocking rumble that made Leitos’s stomach clench.
“You cannot fool me so easily as that,” the Hunter drawled. “I can smell defiance as well as fear—and the first is fairly dripping off your skin … at least for now. By the time I return you to your masters, you will be timid as a suckling babe.”
“Where are they,” Leitos asked, “my masters?” He needed time to plan, and if any Alon’mahk’lar were close, time would be all the more precious.
The Hunter lashed out again. Leitos made a show of trembling before the man, even as the tip of his tongue ran over his split lower lip. If the abuse kept up, he might have to act sooner than he would like, which could only be to his disadvantage.
“First lesson, runt,” the Hunter said, “is to speak only when I give you leave to do so. The second lesson is that you do what I tell you, when I tell you to do it. Stand up.”
Leitos got to his feet. Falling into the role of the compliant slave was easier than he liked, but he would use that to his advantage … somehow he must. His cheek and jaw throbbed from the Hunter’s blows, but those pains were the least of his concerns. What mattered was getting far away from the man, and the Alon’mahk’lar that he served.
The Hunter stood as well, towering half a pace over Leitos, a creature of menacing power with broad shoulders, a deep chest, and fists seemingly carved from stone. The dark hollow of his hood turned slowly. Leitos felt as if he were looking into a yawning mineshaft that delighted in destroying anyone foolish enough to enter. This man was as dangerous, maybe more so, than any Alon’mahk’lar he had ever encountered.
The Hunter struck Leitos again, a vicious backhand. He reeled, trying to stay on his feet. Blood ran freely over his face from many cuts, and his skull felt cracked. He stumbled and collapsed.
“That, boy, was for speaking out of turn. This,” he said, kicking Leitos in the ribs hard enough to flip him onto his back, “is to make sure that you learned the first lesson.”
Leitos retched, but felt detached from his agonies and the situation. All thoughts of planning an escape had soared away. He had to act, now.
Groaning, he rolled to his belly. When he could see straight, he dared not look at his assailant, but rather focused on his fists sunk into the mud under his nose. Blood dribbled from his ruined lips in fat crimson drops onto the backs of his hands, staining his skin and mingling with the stinking mud. Below that, the fingers of one hand secretly clenched a river stone.
“Had enough … or do you need another lesson?”
Fury exploded within Leitos’s breast, threatening to drive back all his caution and sense. But if he gave in and attacked the Hunter outright, he would gain nothing, and more than likely lose any future chance at escape. Retaliate or bide his time? It was a difficult choice, left him grinding his teeth in frustration.
Over long moments, a sense of dark calm invaded his senses. He had made his decision, for good or ill. He began crawling away, first on his belly, then on his hands and knees, and then he was up, wobbling along on unsteady feet.
“Where are you going, boy?” the Hunter asked in derision. He made no attempt to follow, and Leitos judged that the man’s self-assurance was too great by far.
Grow strong and cruel, Adham’s voice intoned, swirling like a sweet poison through Leitos’s veins. He kept walking, fueling his strength of will with an image of his grandfather standing tall against the Alon’mahk’lar.
“There is nowhere to go, boy,” the Hunter said, now sounding more irritated than mocking.
Leitos did not respond, just placed one foot in front of the other. A little farther. Dripping mud concealed the stone held in his fist, just in case.
He crossed the rising riverbank and scrambled up and over a sandy berm cut by the river when it flowed even higher than it did now. At his back, the Hunter had finally begun to drift after him. Just a little farther. To the fore, the desert stretched out, all sand, rock, and low-growing scrub made pungent by the rain. The only difference between when he had fled the mines and now was the storm had wetted the land, and clouds blotted the harsh sunlight. That last would soon end, for the storm had relented as it pushed farther north. Some many leagues south, dark clouds, having spent their wrath, were parting, showing patches of blue. Leitos trained his eyes on the west, and stumbled into a trot.
“BOY!” The Hunter bellowed.
With a fleeting wish that he had never encountered the Hunter, that he had been able to remain on his little island where there was food, water, and safety in isolation, he stepped up his pace.
A moment later, he was running. His legs, stiff and shaky at first, soon found their rhythm; the muscles loosened, his stride lengthened. Hard breathing forced the last of the river water from his lungs, and he spat out the silty residue. The throbbing bruises from the Hunter’s blows faded. A single shout, incoherent for the rage it held, chased after him. Leitos did not heed it. Let him catch me! He laughed aloud, knowing a man so huge could not.
The sound of pounding feet, closing fast, evaporated his mirth.
Disbelieving, Leitos looked around. The big man was coming at a clip made all the more terrifying for its impossible speed. The Hunter’s hood still covered his face, but his motley garb streamed out behind him like the shredded wings of a bat.
Leitos bowed his head and ran faster. Where a rock or patch of prickly scrub presented itself as a barrier, he leaped over it. On the flat, his feet splashed through puddles, or dug into mud.
The Hunter matched his speed … then began closing the distance.
Leitos pushed himself into a flat sprint. He could not keep the pace long, but hoped he could outlast his pursuer. Heart thumping wildly, his blood pounded in his ears. Every breath came as ragged gasps, and still the footfalls at his back matched his, falling heavily, beating unceasingly at the damp desert floor, getting nearer with every step.
The Hunter had no trouble catching a breath, and had plenty to spare. “When I catch you, I’ll peel the hide from your rancid flesh a strip at a time!” he roared.
You will never catch me, Leitos thought, but he no longer believed it. He ran as far and as long as he could, fully aware that he was losing the race. There was nowhere he could go that the Hunter could not follow. Grow strong and cruel. His grandfather’s command was his only hope, his only choice.…
Without slowing, Leitos rolled the stone in his palm until he had a secure and, he prayed, a deadly grip.
The Hunter surged closer, growling low in his throat like a demonic creature released from the Thousand Hells. Fleetingly, Leitos wondered again if a man had pulled him from the river, or actually something born of Geh’shinnom’atar.
With the Hunter right on his heels, Leitos pressed ahead with the last of his strength. His searching eyes locked on a jutting rock braced by a pair of scraggly bushes. He flew at it, imagining one possible outcome, and willing what he desired to happen.
At the last possible instant, Leitos turned sharply, ducking the huge man’s grasping hand. The Hunter twisted in a wild bid to catch hold of Leitos, and then his foot collided with the edge of the rock, stopping dead his forward momentum. He flipped through the air, limbs spread wide in four opposing directions. On the far side of the rock, the Hunter landed on his head with a heavy grunt, and crumpled limply to his back.
Leitos skidded to a halt, the stone raised in his hand, intending to hurl it if the man moved. The Hunter did not stir. He sucked wind until his heart quieted, then edged closer.
He is not breathing, Leitos determined, failing to detect the rise and fall of the man’s chest. Still he waited. If the Hunter was merely stunned, he would soon rouse himself, and the race would begin again. If he was dead, then it did not matter.
I cannot run again, Leitos thought wearily. Knowing that, however, meant he needed to be certain the man was dead, which in turn required that he get closer. And what if he is still alive? That question flew out of the darkness of his mind, as did the ensuing answer, the same answer that had come to him when he first began crawling away from the Hunter. Then I must kill him.
Just considering that, and the means by which he would dispatch the Hunter, made his insides queasy. Before, there had been fury in his heart, but with the Hunter sprawled on his back, that fury had changed. He tried to find an alternative course, but the Hunter’s earlier boast weighed on his heart. “I can track a lizard … even a soaring bird.”
Fighting the instinct to flee, Leitos inched nearer, skipping around a tall clump of brush to ensure the Hunter did not move while briefly out of sight. From two paces, the man looked no more alive than he had at ten paces.
Leitos crept closer … closer … until he stood over the sprawled Hunter. His tumble had pulled back his hood, revealing not a brutish face, as Leitos had envisioned, but one that was handsome, even noble. The Hunter was unkempt, to be sure, his strong jaw and chin furred with several day’s growth of beard, which was nearly as long as his close-cropped black hair. Grime made the swarthy skin of his cheeks and brow all the darker. Leitos could hardly imagine him being a betrayer of his own kind. The only flaw that marred the Hunter’s features was a rough, raised scar stretched across his throat. That, Leitos suspected, accounted for the harshness of the man’s voice.
A fly lighted on the Hunter’s cheekbone, wandered about, perhaps sipping from the raindrops and sweat that had collected on the man’s skin. Or
it has come to feast on dead flesh.
As he knelt down by the Hunter’s side, it crossed his mind to smash the stone against the man’s temple, just as he had slammed another stone against the adder’s skull. The memory of the mangled mess he had made of the serpent’s head kept him from taking that action. It felt wrong to desecrate a corpse. Nevertheless, he held the stone overhead in one hand, and reached out with the other.
At the first touch, Leitos recoiled. The Hunter’s clothing was soiled, stiff, and greasy. Moreover, the man’s odor truly hit him for the first time, the stench of old sweat, rancid meat, and other unmentionable filth.
He had to know if the Hunter had any life left in him. He had to know. The sooner done, the sooner he could continue his westward journey toward the Crown of the Setting Sun, somewhere beyond the Mountains of Fire. For the first time, he was amazed to realize that the thought of that journey did not trouble him, but rather filled him with a glimmer of his grandfather’s hope….
Admonishing himself for delaying, Leitos pressed his hand firmly on the Hunter’s chest. His mouth fell open at the powerful thud of the man’s beating heart. His gaze flicked to the man’s face even as the Hunter’s dark eyes flared open, gleaming with a mad cruelty that destroyed his comeliness.
A squawk of terror burst from Leitos’s throat. Too late, he swung his weapon. The Hunter batted his hand aside, and the stone flew free. Then a massive fist clutched around Leitos’s throat, squeezing so tight that he could not breathe, let alone cry out. Leitos clawed at the man’s fingers. The Hunter drew him near, turned his head this way and that, as if seeking something behind his eyes.
The Hunter grinned, an ugly expression. “You should have broken my skull, boy,” he growled. “Would have been an easy kill—I was gone for a moment—and I deserved to die for misjudging you.”
He drew Leitos close. “Your third lesson, boy, is that mercy is for the weak,” he whispered, his thick fingers tightening around Leitos’s throat. The Hunter drew back his other fist and rammed it forward. Leitos felt no pain, no anything. In an instant, the day was made night.



Chapter 10
 
    Mercy is for the weak.… the words were soft, sinister. Leitos loomed over the Hunter, for some reason sure he had done this before. He shook his head, thinking that strange thought about mercy was fitting and so true. Mercy is for the weak … and I am weak no longer. He swung the stone, cracking it against the Hunter’s skull. The man’s eyes flared wide. He reached up and caught Leitos throat. Leitos tried to jerk back, tried to shout—
Agonies beyond count assailed Leitos as he started awake. He lay there taking deep, ragged breaths that burned his throat, wondering what had happened, why was he not battering in the Hunter’s skull….
A dream, he thought in despair, remembering his failed attempt to get away, as well as missing his chance to destroy his enemy. He tried to open his eyes, but the Hunter’s attack had left one swollen shut. The other cracked, just a fraction, and through it he saw a world painted in muddy red hues.
He lay on a bed of cool sand, deep in shadow. For fear of alerting the Hunter that he was awake, he moved only his eyes, trying to guess where he was. Overhead, aged daylight reflected off a curve of smooth rock. I’m in a cave.
As his awareness grew, he noticed that tight ropes bound his wrists together before his chest. He cautiously wriggled his legs, and found his ankles tied as well. Silence fell on his ears. No wind, no shuffling of ratty clothing, nothing. He could hope the Hunter had decided to leave him to die, but that was unlikely. The man had risked his life to snatch Leitos from perilous floodwaters, all on the slim chance that Leitos was the slave he hunted. For now, Leitos was sure he was alone.
By the time he had screwed up his courage enough to test the strength of the bindings, the light of day had fled night’s dark substance. The ropes held tight around his wrists, the same as those securing his ankles. Exasperated, he flopped and strained until he lay on his opposite side, gasping. Recklessness gave way to desperation, and Leitos heaved and pulled against the lashings. Dust rose and sand flew, the ropes tore his skin, but he came no closer to getting loose. Tears of rage coursed over his cheeks, and he spat every oath he knew in an effort to relieve the burning ache in his throat.
In the end, he went limp, panting, staring into a darkness that had become like a living entity pressing hard against his face. The desolation he had held in check fell on him in cascading waves, extinguishing the rage. Sorrow came after, flooding him.
Grandfather, he cried silently, is this my path, a life of suffering? No answer came. Spent in mind and body, he eventually slumbered again. Matching his thoughts, all was blackness before his eyes, all was loss….
Something jabbed against Leitos’s spine, once and again, rudely bringing him awake. Dawn shed its golden light over the land, filled the cave with warmth. A solitary bird trilled in the distance, but Leitos focused on the closer sound of something shuffling about in the sand behind him. The digging pressure went away. He remained still, thinking some desert creature was preparing to make a meal of him.
“For an escaped slave to sleep so soundly,” the Hunter rasped, “life in the mines must be better than once it was. Or is it that you are a slave of a different sort? Did the Alon’mahk’lar wash and perfume you, boy … did they make a whore of you?” he finished with a nasty chuckle.
Leitos went rigid upon hearing that unforgettable voice. Doubtless, the man would decide he needed another lesson for keeping silent instead of answering, or for anything else he did, as the Hunter seemed to crave delivering pain and terror on his captives.
A madness swept through Leitos, and he decided that he did not care what the brute did to him. In truth, the worse, the better. Remembering how the man had beaten him before, Leitos guessed that he could anger him again, drive the Hunter to snuff out his life. If he could not hope to carry out his grandfather’s wishes, then death, he concluded, was better than returning to bondage. But how to provoke the Hunter?
He had unwittingly learned the answer to that question just after the Hunter dragged him from the river. When they first met, he had insulted the man, earning some many of the bruises from which he now suffered. He suspected that had he kept antagonizing the ruffian, the Hunter might well have killed him.
Steeling himself for what was sure to follow, Leitos said in a cracking voice, “Suffering the pleasure of the Sons of the Fallen … you seem to know a good deal about that.”
Heavy silence met this. Leitos pressed on, wanting to infuriate the man, goad him to unrelenting violence. “I suppose not,” he said in a scathing tone. “Had you suffered, they would not have allowed you to take up a life of seeking after fleeing slaves. I suspect you enjoyed all they did to you … longed for more. I wonder, when you bring back a slave, is your reward to pleasure them?”
Instead of setting upon him with curses and blows, the big man strode to the mouth of the cave. Leitos blinked at the Hunter’s back, eyes swollen, gummy, and sore. The puffiness had retreated a little with sleep, and the reddish hue that had clouded the one was gone. The Hunter, his hood pulled well forward, stood wrapped in silence, looking placidly out into the desert, as if he had heard nothing of what Leitos had said—or was considering how best to destroy him.
“You’ll want to break your fast,” the Hunter said after a time. “We’ve leagues to go this day, and I’ll not tote you like a weanling babe.”
“I’m not hungry,” Leitos muttered sullenly, unable to guess why the man had failed to react as he had believed he would.
The Hunter turned and slowly drew off his hood. His dark eyes shone like glass. “You’re a poor liar, boy. I can hear your belly grumbling from here.” He smiled then, a cheerless turn of the lips that showed strong, white teeth. “Come, I’ll cut you free. We can sup together on the sage hares I snared last night. They are scrawny, much like you, but I have a bit of salt and spices to flavor them.”
After the Hunter deftly used a wide-bladed knife to slice through his bonds, Leitos sat up, rubbing away the numbness in wrists, then worked on his ankles. He offered no word of thanks. The Hunter did not seem to mind, and went about starting a fire of twigs and dried dung. Next, he drove a pair of forked sticks into the sand on either side of the flames. He pulled a pair of mangy hares from a threadbare sack, skinned and spitted them, then set to roasting them.
“I would gladly die before eating anything from your hand,” Leitos said, wishing his belly agreed.
“You’re too weak by half, boy, to travel very far without growing faint. You will eat.”
“I have come this far,” Leitos retorted.
“And how far is that, do you believe?” the Hunter chuckled grimly. “A few days of hard travel from the mines, boy—that is all you managed. Your masters would have caught you if not for the river, which those iron-boned Alon’mahk’lar will not cross without a sturdy barge. As there are no barges in this part of Geldain, and fewer bridges, they sent word out to all their spies and Hunters to keep an eye out for a fleeing slave boy, and offered a fair reward to anyone who captured you.”
Leitos receded into himself, considering what the Hunter had said first. On one hand, it was hard to believe he had traveled so little, but on the other, he knew it for the truth. At the start of his journey, he had reasoned that it would be weeks, if not months, to reach the Mountains of Fire. Now, captured by the Hunter, he guessed he might never see those crags. His grandfather had placed his faith in the wrong person, Leitos thought, and had pointlessly thrown his life away. Save getting himself beaten to a pulp, captured and bound, Leitos grudgingly accepted that he had accomplished nothing.
The smell of roasting meat gradually drew Leitos from the smothering morass of his bleak ponderings. During his lengthy brooding, the Hunter had continually turned the spitted hares, searing them over a small fire. Now the brute rummaged through a handful of tiny leather sacks arranged around an iron pot and a few other cooking implements, all nestled within an old wooden crate sitting open beside his knees. He carefully sprinkled salt over the hares, delved into another sack and brought out some dried green leaves. These he crushed into coarse flakes, letting them drift onto the glistening meat.
Despite his conviction not to eat, the aroma of the cooking food set Leitos’s mouth to watering. He cursed his weakness. The only way to distract himself was to start talking. If the Hunter wanted to batter him for speaking out of turn, so much the easier to resist thoughts of eating.
“What is this place?” he asked.
The Hunter seemed to ignore him, not once looking away from the hares. Leitos had given up any expectation of receiving an answer when the man began to speak.
“One of my hideaways,” the Hunter said. “I have many. Some are mere hollows; others are deep and winding caverns. All Hunters have their secret dens. Most, like this one, are more than they appear, even up close. Behind a rock at the back of this cave,” he said, tilting his head to a spot hidden in the gloom behind Leitos, “there is a crack. Squeeze through it, and you find a passage that leads to a large chamber with a seep of the sweetest water you have ever tasted.”
Leitos found that interesting, but there was really only one thing he wanted to know. “Why do you do this?” The Hunter turned a questioning gaze on him. Leitos thought about it, then asked bluntly, “Why do you serve the Alon’mahk’lar. Surely their rewards alone do not make you want to betray your own kind.”
“My kind?” the Hunter snapped with a bitterness that went far deeper than anger. “By that I suppose you mean humankind, like those who placed me into the hands of the Alon’mahk’lar … much like those who did the same to you?”
“I was not placed into their hands,” Leitos insisted, then repeated what his grandfather had always told him. “Alon’mahk’lar raided our village and took us captive.”
“You are a blind fool. I grant that some few of your people still hide and fight from their icy strongholds, but has it never entered your mind to wonder how those places are found in the first place? Do you think Alon’mahk’lar wander about, covering league after endless league in search of future slaves?”
Leitos blinked. He had never considered that Izutarians might be swayed as easily as other peoples. Broached now, that idea troubled him.
“The last of your people, and you as well,” the Hunter went on, “fail to understand that the age of men died a generation gone, a doom heralded by the destruction of the Three and the burning heavens. Men do not rule anything anymore, boy, save the lost kingdoms of dwindling memory that the Faceless One allows them to rule. There is no war to fight, no matter that they raise banners and steel against him. The world of men is a corpse consumed by rot.”
Indifferent to the flames licking his fingers, the Hunter tore a chunk of meat off one hare and popped it into his mouth. He chewed for a moment, then sprinkled more spices on the hares. Again, he remained silent long enough that Leitos began to think he would say no more, but then he did.
“Some few are taken,” he relented, “but most men are sold into chains by their fellow men. And here is a secret, boy: most often the price needed for men to sell men is nothing of true worth, rather a pat on the head. For a bit of meaningless praise, and maybe a stale loaf for the reluctant, a loving mother will convince herself that her children would be better off in the hands of slavemasters. If not that, then she will tell herself that she would be better off—”
“You are a liar,” Leitos blurted.
“Of course I am,” the Hunter growled with a humorless smirk, “as I have learned to be. Lies and smiles, boy—that is how you survive under the rule of the Faceless One. We lie to our masters, bow and scrape, but mostly we deceive ourselves about the reasons and meaning of it all. As to what I said before about men, that was the plain truth.”
“You are wrong,” Leitos said, outwardly unmoved, but beginning to wonder.
“Am I? Then tell me, boy, how is it that you are bound and I am not? We are both of us humankind, as you say, yet I am a Hunter, ordained to that station by the very same creatures who enslaved you and your kin. The Alon’mahk’lar use me, and those like me, to seek and capture those like you.”
“You are a betrayer.”
“That I am,” the Hunter agreed once more, unapologetic in tone and countenance. Neither was there shame in his admission, but something very much like pride. “Unlike most, boy, I take satisfaction that I only became a betrayer after I was betrayed.”
“Is that another of your lies … what you tell yourself to excuse your treachery?”
The Hunter’s dark stare glazed over, as if he were no longer looking at Leitos, but something beyond. “That, boy, is one of the few absolute truths I cling to,” he muttered. “Like you, I was a slave. For five years the pain and disgrace heaped upon me was far worse than anything you have ever imagined or felt. I was betrayed not by the Alon’mahk’lar or the Faceless One, but by men … rather, by a woman. From that experience, I learned to accept the truths you still deny.”
The Hunter held quiet for a time, his whiskered chin trembling with emotion Leitos would never have thought possible from the likes of him. When he spoke again, the tenor of his voice had changed, making Leitos think of a small child, which was at odds with his fierceness and brutality.
“The Alon’mahk’lar came in broad daylight,” the Hunter said. “As they see their crimes as privileges, they never feel obliged to hide what they do under the darkness of night. But then, they did not have to hide, for it was my own mother, and others like her, who sought them out, invited them into our home as she had done many times before. For a whispered promise—be it for bread or something else, I will never know—she accused my father for a traitor, then willingly cut his beating heart from his chest as a pair of those laughing demons held him down.
“Before she handed me over, her skin stained by my father’s blood, she laid with the Alon’mahk’lar—and I say again, boy, it was not the first time I had seen such savaging. She screamed and wept at what those monsters did to her … but naked and torn, she and others like her watched with heads held high and smiles on their faces, as the slavemasters chained me and a dozen more from my village. That is betrayal, boy,” the Hunter snarled, “the likes of which you can never understand.”
Leitos stared in horror, but his captor was not finished.
“Unlike the accursed Izutarian slaves from north of the Sea of Drakarra, the enslaved of Geldain commonly serve men who in turn serve the Faceless One. I suffered as a pleasure slave to one of those men,” the Hunter grated.
“How … how did you get free?” Leitos asked quietly.
The Hunter shook away the troubled expression furrowing his brow, and a sinister gleam replaced the distant look in his eyes. “Lies and smiles, boy,” he said, casually adding more spices to the dripping meat.
“I do not understand,” Leitos said. After what he had heard so far, he did not really want to know, but a part of him felt that he needed to.
“My time in bondage was spent in my master’s bedchamber. That whoreson would lay with anything at hand: men and boys, women and girls, beasts of the field, or all at once. And when that failed to slake his vile lusts, he used cruelty, violence of the worst sort, doing things to me and others that I will not utter aloud.” At this, the Hunter unconsciously fingered the scar on his throat, and Leitos found himself gladdened that the man did not reveal the details of how he had come by it.
“During it all,” the Hunter said, “I taught myself that the body is nothing but skin and meat and bone, merely clothing for the spirit. And while any of us draw breath, the body heals. The mind, boy, is far more precious … fragile. I guarded mine well, sealed it off from all feeling. Most of the others with me failed at that. In their shame, many opened their veins or poisoned themselves, choosing death as an easy escape. I did not then, nor do I now, begrudge them their choice. Nevertheless, they were weak. I chose to live, boy, to fight for my every breath.”
Leitos swallowed, ashamed that he had begun the conversation with the idea of forcing the Hunter to kill him in a fit of rage, so that he might escape the silent oaths he had sworn to his grandfather. While he did not intend to become like the man before him, he knew he must, in some way, learn from him.
Grow strong and cruel. Was that what his grandfather had desired, for his grandson to become like the Hunter? It seemed doubtful, but at the same time, Leitos could hardly separate Adham’s instruction from what the Hunter was imparting. Uncertain, he continued to listen to the Hunter’s grim tale, feeling more sickened by each new word.
“Much the same as my mother betrayed my father and me, I turned on my master and gained what freedom I have. It was simple, really—a murmured lie here, bit of damning evidence there and, of course, my word against him. That last was key, for slaves do not accuse. For me to do so meant, to those who mattered, that I must be telling the truth. Neither the Faceless One nor the Alon’mahk’lar suffer even a hint of betrayal or opposition. Moreover, they delight in showing their displeasure with the disobedient—so much so that they gave me the privilege of tearing the skin from my master.”
The Hunter’s eyes shined with something like glee. “I peeled him like an overripe fruit, boy, relishing every scream. He begged for forgiveness, but instead of bowing to the folly of mercy, I gave back to him in double measure all the vile gifts he had bestowed upon my flesh. On that day, boy, I was reborn.”
Leitos thought he might vomit at the images flickering through his mind, but he did not. Grow strong and cruel. He still did not know exactly what that meant, but he was certain now that his grandfather had not intended for him to become like the Hunter, at least not exactly. And while he could understand why the Hunter had done what he had, Leitos’s sympathy had curdled, for he knew the man was rabidly insane.
He shook his head slowly. “You suffered evils,” he allowed, “but you were not ‘reborn’ that day. I think what you held most precious, the spirit you thought to protect and set free, began to rot. Willingly or not, you became as much a soulless abomination as those you now serve. In that, you are no better than your mother.”
The Hunter shot him an oddly stricken look, but Leitos ignored it, his thoughts turning inward. If he had learned anything from the Hunter’s tale, it was that self-deception, the so-called ‘lies and smiles’ was a deadly doctrine, a slow-acting poison that decayed a man, consumed him from within.
All at once, the Hunter leaped across the space between them, catching hold of Leitos’s neck. He did not squeeze down, but the threat of power was there, the feeling that he could snap bones with no effort. “Judge me as you will, boy, but you are a weak, useless fool. You will waste away and die as a slave, as all your people have before you.” With a sound of disgust, he flung Leitos aside, and returned to the hares.
Leitos sat up again, eyeing his captor. He struggled to bring his leaping thoughts under control.
Here before him was a man who might have been great. If not for the Faceless One, he could have been a warrior or a lord or even a king. Instead, the Faceless One and his ilk had bent him to their will as they had so many others, made him a hater and hunter of men. They had destroyed the Hunter’s mother’s soul, much the same as they had broken the spirits of multitudes the world over, making wretched beasts of mankind, who then willingly turned on each other for little or nothing.
That last was still hard to accept, but seemingly undeniable. And such, Leitos saw, was the Faceless One’s masterstroke. He had little need of great marauding armies to maintain power, for his subjects controlled themselves through their abiding mistrust of one another, and a desire to serve their own needs above the needs of others.
More thoughts spun through Leitos’s head, but they faded in the light of just one: How could he avenge the dying race of mankind? The only answer was the same enigmatic command that had been alive in his mind since he fled the mines. Grow strong and cruel. It was little enough to go on, all that he had in truth.
When the Hunter placed one of the roasted hares in Leitos’s hands, he abandoned all thoughts of not eating. Food would strengthen him and, he prayed, perhaps one strength would lead to gaining another, and another, until he could find a means to escape and resume his journey to find the Brothers of the Crimson Shield.



Chapter 11
 
   “What is that?” Leitos asked, tugging the collar of the itchy tunic his captor had provided to keep the worst of the harsh sunlight off his back and shoulders.
While the Hunter had beaten him for speaking out of turn after dragging him from the river, the man had not so much as scowled since then for the same offence. For his part, Leitos had made it a habit to flinch and cower often around the Hunter, doing all he could to ensure that he seemed intimidated.
Now, at the worst, the brute ignored him when he asked after something, a silent indication that he would not answer. Most times, though, he responded to just about any question posed. The man held within his skull a wealth of information, apparently taught to him while he was a slave. Often, Leitos was simply curious about this or that. Aside from the vague images his grandfather’s stories brought to mind, he had no experience of the world.
Standing off to one side making water on a scraggly thorn bush, the Hunter turned his head at the question, squinting against the reddish light of the setting sun. They had paused on the crest of a sandstone bluff with a good view. “It’s a bone-town, you dolt,” the Hunter growled. “Just another open grave given over to sand and scorpions.”
Leitos ignored the insult, having grown accustomed to them. A few miles to the south, in the direction the Hunter looked, sprawled a sweeping collection of crumbled buildings. It was no mere town—bone or otherwise—but a city. They had traveled hard for a week. Until now, Leitos had seen only endless desert.
He studied the ruins more closely. Bleakness stole over him at the aspect of long abandonment, and darkness followed at a thought he could no longer afford to ignore. That is where I will kill him.
He had considered the same more times than he could count, but so far he’d not had the opportunity. Running was no option, for he had seen the uncanny way in which the Hunter could winnow out the signs of a passing serpent in the dead of night, and then follow it to its den and kill it for supper.
I must kill him, he thought again. There was no other choice, and there could be no more delay. He had even decided how he would do it, although the idea of crushing the Hunter’s skull with a rock while he slept still turned his stomach. Also, it must be done in the first hour after the Hunter fell asleep. That was when the man slept the soundest. After that, he began stirring. Within two hours after falling asleep, the Hunter became restive, jerking awake at the faintest sounds. This night, I will take back my freedom.
He looked away from the desolation of what had once been a sanctuary for humankind. “Not the town,” he said, hoping the thoughts of murder wrestling behind his eyes did not show on his face. He pointed out another landmark an equal distance to the west. “That.”
The Hunter finished his business, then moved to stand beside Leitos. He surveyed the land in all directions, save the one in which Leitos pointed. Leitos had witnessed this behavior often since they set out, and had adopted for himself the habit of always keeping a wary eye for potential threats.
The Hunter finally rested his gaze on the series of ragged craters gouged into the face of the desert. Most were small, no larger than the tumbledown abodes in the distant city. One in particular was far larger, a great bowl sunk into the face of the desert, with weathered fissures spreading crookedly from its crumbly rim. A layer of sand had accumulated on the bowl’s bottom, but the darker hues of scorched rock showed along the sides.
“I have heard it told that when the Three died,” the Hunter said, “burning stars fell from the heavens for months, the world cracked and trembled, and the seas raged far inland. With my own eyes, I have seen great cities throughout Geldain reduced to rubble by the Upheaval. Slavers and traders and the like say there are signs that the same happened the world over. Their elders told of a time when the sun did not give its light for a season or more.
“When light came again, bringing with it the new age—some years before the Faceless One took power—everything had changed. Where green things once grew, the lands had become dry and desolate. Where deserts had stretched for countless leagues, baking under the sun year-round, winter’s touch had swept in, burying all under snow and ice. Where land once stood, it had crumbled, allowing the waves of the sea to wash over fertile plains.”
Leitos nodded, for he had heard those same tales, and worse. According to Adham, the new age the Hunter spoke of was an age of darkness and loss, giving rise to demonic rule and the collapse of humankind’s greatest achievements. The Hunter saw his reaction and burst out laughing.
“Men say much, boy,” the Hunter said, “but mostly they utter lies. Take Geldain. It is as much a desert realm as ever it was.”
“But you said you have seen the destruction,” Leitos said, hiding his exasperation. “Do you now deny it … or was that another of your lies?” Belatedly, he recognized that he was treading on dangerous ground. The Hunter either did not notice, or dismissed it.
“On that score, I spoke the truth. I have seen signs like those holes in the earth, or places where the ground had been ripped apart, leaving bottomless chasms. As well, I have sheltered in what must have been grand palaces, and beside monuments hidden within cities so vast as to addle your wits. All were crushed by forces beyond my ken. But, who can say what really happened, and more, should we believe all that we hear about the world fairly breaking itself apart, even as stars fell from the heavens?” the Hunter asked in philosophical tone.
While Leitos coveted the knowledge the Hunter shared, it also never failed to leave him troubled. It was easier to think of the Hunter as a man of cruelty with little more than base cunning.
“Take my grandfather’s grandfather,” the Hunter continued, “born just after the Upheaval, and just before the coming of the Faceless One. Having never seen what had been before, he could only pass down what his father told him of those days—”
The Hunter paused in midsentence, eyeing Leitos’s odd expression. “What is it, boy?” he asked sharply, then scanned their surroundings, his hand falling to the hilt of his knife.
Leitos told himself he must have misheard. “My grandfather told me those same tales.”
Finding no impending trouble, the Hunter shrugged his broad shoulders. “Why should that bother you?” he snorted disdainfully.
“Your grandfather’s grandfather,” Leitos said slowly. “That would mean the last age ended nearly two hundred years ago.”
The Hunter offered him a bland look. “Depending on who does the telling, the new age dawned near on three or four lifetimes of men gone,” he confirmed. “But to my mind, the only thing that really matters is that the Faceless One rose from the ashes of what was, and he has ruled these past seven score years.” Such a vast number in relation to the Faceless One did not shock him anymore than it did Leitos, for it was known that the Faceless One was not human. Just what he was, however, was a matter of speculation.
“You do not understand,” Leitos insisted. “My grandfather told me he was a boy before the Faceless One came. He was old, but not that old.”
“I keep telling you, men are liars. Your grandfather included. I suspect he fed you all manner of deceits, the whole of your life. He probably lied so much that he began to believe his own drivel. If you were not such a blithering idiot, you would have thought about that before you fled your masters, and spared yourself a mountain of trouble.”
Indifferent to any response Leitos might have offered, the Hunter turned and followed a wild goat trail down off the bluff. Slipping and sliding, using stiff brush for handholds, they managed to reach the bottom just as the sun dropped below the horizon, its legacy setting the sky ablaze with a dusky crimson light.
The Hunter cast a sidelong glance at Leitos. “I’m curious, boy, just where did you plan to go when you fled?” His tone was almost friendly, his posture at ease—two mannerisms at odds with what Leitos knew of the man.
“Trust no one, save those of whom I’ve spoken,” Adham had warned, and now Leitos took that warning to heart.
“Away … I just wanted to get away. The slavemasters were butchering everyone.…” he faltered, remembering the smell of blood spilled into the dust, the screams and howls of the dying, his mind skipping over the blank spot during which his grandfather had perished. “I ran because I did not want to die for something that was not my fault,” he added, thinking that might convince the Hunter, if nothing else did. The sheen of tears in his eyes was real enough.
“We’ll sleep in the ruins tonight,” the Hunter said after a time, seemingly satisfied. “There are a few good wells, and I have yet to go hungry when sheltering within those walls. I hope you like wild dog. There are plenty about.”
“Do you know what the town was called before?” Leitos asked, knuckling wetness from his eyes.
The Hunter absently shook his head. “To me, it is and has always been the second bone-town north from Zuladah.”
“Zuladah,” Leitos muttered, his voice shaking from the sudden jump in his pulse. “That is where you’ll give me over to the Alon’mahk’lar.” It was not a question but a statement of truth, based on what the Hunter had previously revealed.
The Hunter did not so much as offer a sympathetic glance in Leitos’s direction. Emboldened by anger and genuine bemusement, Leitos asked the question he had before. “You curse the Alon’mahk’lar and the Faceless One, yet you would hand me over to those who will torture and chain me, as you were once tortured and chained. Why not stand against them, rally men to your side to fight against those who corrupted your own mother?”
Instead of answering, the Hunter scowled in the failing light. With a low curse, he set out at a slow trot toward the ruins of the bone-town. Leitos watched for a moment, thinking about trying to escape under the cover of night, thus avoiding the need to kill his enemy. As before when this thought crossed his mind, he quickly dismissed it. To make good his flight, the Hunter had to die.
With no other choice, Leitos followed the Hunter over a terrain of rock and sand, skirting bushes to avoid thorns, as well as any serpents that might be resting under their scant foliage. In short order, they reached an ancient roadway paved with broken slabs. On firmer ground, the Hunter increased his speed.
Full dark cloaked the lands by the time they reached the outskirts of the bone-town. The stars and the dull gray half-moon gave a little light, but not enough to make out much detail beyond a crumbled wall half buried under drifts of sand. At one time, the warding wall must have stood twenty feet or more. Men bearing spears, bows, and swords would have walked it of an evening, guarding the nameless town against bandits, or welcoming trader caravans and weary travelers. But no more. Now the bricks lay in heaps, wearing away under the constant onslaught of wind-driven sand and infrequent rains.
The Hunter rummaged through the leather satchel hanging by a long strap across his chest. He had worn it since departing the first of two hideaways, and it seemed to hold a great many useful things. Leitos expected the Hunter to pull out some implement to light the way, but instead he produced a tangle of leather thongs, from which hung a pair of teardrop-shaped stones.
“We’ll likely not need these, but we will wear them, just in case.”
“What are they?” Leitos edged closer, until his nose was no more than a hand’s width from touching the thumb-sized amulets. While he was no judge of craftsmanship, it was easy enough to tell that an inept hand had fashioned the reddish stones. Something about that hue, even in the darkness, caught his attention. He had seen such colored stone before, had on occasion dug it from the earth at the mines. He supposed it meant nothing, for there were many types of stone to be found under the desert sands. He focused on the amulets. If not for their similar shapes, he would have guessed the amulets had been found as they were, the only alteration being the holes bored in their points, allowing the threading of the leather thongs.
“Protection,” the Hunter said grimly.
Leitos took one of the crude necklaces and, mimicking the Hunter, dropped it over his head. It was heavier than he expected. “Protection from what?”
“Mahk’lar, boy,” the Hunter said, settling the satchel against his hip.
Leitos could not help but scoff. “There are no Mahk’lar, not anymore. And even if they did still wander the world, how could a bit of rock offer any protection against them?”
“For the life of me,” the Hunter said, “I cannot understand why the Faceless One bothers to hunt your people so vigorously. If he but let Izutarians alone, they would soon perish of their own stupidity.” He said this in an offhand way, but for no reason Leitos could fathom, he sensed the Hunter knew full well why the Faceless One enslaved his people.
Leitos eyed the lout with a questioning stare. The Hunter ignored him and strode toward what might have been a wide gate in the previous age, but was now just a gap in the bone-town’s wall.
“Mahk’lar are fewer than once they were,” the Hunter said, “that is true enough, as they nearly bred themselves out of existence. But not all the Fallen wanted to bind their spirits within the weaker flesh of their get, the Alon’mahk’lar, the Sons of the Fallen.”
“So,” Leitos said, “even among the followers of the Faceless One, there is rebellion.”
“I would hardly name it rebellion,” the Hunter retorted. “Rather a covenant that favors the Faceless One. He allows the few remaining Mahk’lar to run loose, but only because it serves his will.”
“And what would that be?”
Instead of an answer, the Hunter suddenly fell into a crouch, searching the ruins, head cocked as if he had heard something. Leitos imitated his posture. Up close, the town’s look of abandonment became a palpable sensation expressing complete loss. He neither heard nor saw anything dangerous, but started when the vague shape of a tumbleweed escaped an alley, rolled slowly across the broad roadway, then vanished into another alley. Then, far away, something thumped and creaked … thumped and creaked … then went still. Leitos imagined a door hanging from rusted hinges, opening and closing under the same gentle wind that had set the tumbleweed on its aimless journey. Farther still, a jackal cried to the night, an eerie, high-pitched yowling.
The Hunter abruptly released the hilt of his knife, straightened, and strode ahead. He appeared at ease, but Leitos knew better. He sensed more than saw a subtle tension in the set of the man’s shoulders, the furtive glances at each and every shadow. Nevertheless, he struck up his discourse again, as if he had never stopped.
“The Faceless One’s will and desire is to instill fear, and through that he exacts obedience,” the Hunter said. “Far as I know, that is all he desires of humankind—complete submission. Prowling Mahk’lar help ensure he gets it.”
Thinking of the slaves occasionally taken from the mines, with never a word about where they went, Leitos suspected that the Faceless One had other things in mind for humans. Yet, if he really was after something else, it did not matter as far as Leitos could see, for the result was the same: humanity in bondage.
For the better part of an hour, Leitos followed the Hunter deeper into the nameless bone-town. The moon rose higher, casting a bit more light. Leitos found himself thinking what his grandfather’s age would be if he had lived before the Upheaval. The answer was impossible to accept. This led to what the Hunter had said, “Men are liars … Your grandfather included.”
Leitos did not want to believe that about Adham, but could not help but wonder. The explanations he relied upon were merely the repeating of things Adham had told him. In truth, everything that he knew of the world outside of the mines was based on the stories his grandfather had fed him growing up.
Why would Adham have lied to me? The Hunter’s voice again provided the equally simple and altogether bleak answer. “Lies and smiles, boy—that is how you survive under the rule of the Faceless One and his devils.”
Can it really be so? Had his grandfather invented false stories in a bid to mask the hopelessness of a life spent chained and toiling? To retain some measure of sanity, had Adham given his life to ensure Leitos’s escape, set him seeking after a shadowy group of men whose existence even he had often seemed to doubt? Or had Adham gone irrevocably mad long before Leitos took that first step?
Leitos’s head ached with the effort of thinking these things through. More than anything he wanted to stop, throw himself upon the desolate street of this bone-town, and just give in.
While he continued moving along at the heels of the Hunter, his mind abruptly ceased wrestling with itself, letting his eyes see the truth. All around lay the evidence of what had been, the corpse of a place where men and women and children had lived before the Faceless One. Empty now, to be sure, but at one time folk had gathered together, built upon the desert, lived out their lives. If it was true here, then why not other places Adham had spoken of, in lands near and far?
The names of fallen realms filled his mind. Izutar, Aradan, Tureece, Falseth, Kelren, Geldain. And within each realm there had been many cities, great and small, corrupt and shining and in-between. It was certainly possible that Adham, caught in the throes of some insanity, had invented these places. But with the evidence of the bone-town all around, a city whose sunken foundations kept secret the name it once bore, Leitos had to believe some, if not all, of what Adham had told was real, and it did not matter if he had actually seen them before the Upheaval or not.
How many more bone-towns exist? Leitos thought then. By the Hunter’s lips, there were at least two lying north of Zuladah. If two, there could just as easily be a dozen, perhaps even scores, all of which had been destroyed by the Upheaval, or later subjugated by the Faceless One, a creature that walked the world in the form of a man, but who was not a man. A creature who had twisted the hearts and minds of humankind to the point that a mother would cut the heart from her living husband, then give over her only child for a loaf of bread, and perhaps a promise of peace.
Could not a creature such as the Faceless One also convince otherwise strong men that all they knew was a lie, that it was better to betray and hunt their own kind, rather than resist? His captor was evidence enough of that, but how many more were there in the world like him?
“Boy,” the Hunter snarled. He stood several paces away, peering at Leitos through the gloom.
Leitos glanced up, stunned to find that he had been so engrossed in his thoughts that he had stopped in his tracks. “I thought I heard something,” he mumbled, offering the only response that might convince the Hunter not to question his actions.
The Hunter tensed. “What did you hear?” he demanded, taking in the shadows.
He fears the Mahk’lar. Leitos was about to utter some lie, when he actually did hear something … a hushed scraping sound. The Hunter heard it too.
Though standing well apart, they turned as one, facing an alley heaped with smashed mudbricks, shards of wood from old barrels and crates, and moon-cast shadows. The scraping sound came again, followed by a rattling thud.
The Hunter drew his knife and inched toward the mouth of the alley. Leitos wanted to stay close, but as he had no weapons, he decided staying put was his best choice. As he watched the man’s broad back pass from the thin light given by the moon into the alley’s gloomy embrace, he again considered making a run for it, but just as quickly abandoned that idea. If left alive, the Hunter would find him.
The Hunter cursed under his breath, and Leitos moved forward, feet padding lightly over the sand-covered street. The dark of the alley greeted him as readily as it had the Hunter. The upper floor of one of the buildings bracing the alley had tumbled down, crushing a wagon laden with barrels and crates. Three—no, four skeletons lay half-buried under rubble. Doubtless, rescuers had come, hurling aside the bricks in a bid to free the victims, only to find that all had perished. As no one had fully dug out the dead to give them a proper burial, things in the city must have rapidly worsened.
When he stood near, Leitos whispered, “What did you find?”
“Save rats and shadows,” the Hunter said after a time, “there is nothing here. Come. I know a place nearby to rest for the night—”
The Hunter’s words cut off. Leitos froze at the sight of two wraithlike figures hovering at the mouth of the alley. He shot a glance over his shoulder, but a high wall blocked the other end. Leitos’s hand flew to the amulet at his throat. It was his only defense, but in that moment he feared that the trinket was utterly useless against Mahk’lar.



Chapter 12
 
   The two figures closed in, spreading apart as they came. While they made no sound, and advanced with a disturbing grace, they did not float, as Leitos would expect from creatures of spirit. The duo approached as would cautious men, walking in crouches, each step placed precisely. He grew more troubled, thinking that the Alon’mahk’lar had tired of waiting for the Hunter to deliver his quarry, and decided instead to collect Leitos themselves….
But no, neither of the figures’ eyes glimmered beneath their hoods, and they stood far too short and too slender to be the offspring of the Fallen. In addition, the figures each bore a sword that would have been no larger than a dagger in the hand of an Alon’mahk’lar.
The Hunter abruptly straightened up to his full height. “After our last meeting,” he growled, “I did not expect to see the likes of either of you again.”
The two dark shapes halted. “How did you know it was us and not mere rogues, or greedy treasure seekers on the prowl?” the man on the left said. Friendly sounding or not, the man did not drop the tip of his sword. If anything, there was an almost imperceptible firming of his stance.
“He knew,” the other figure said dryly, “because only Hunters could possibly catch a Hunter off his guard. Isn’t that so, Sandros?”
Upon hearing the second figure speak, Leitos’s mouth dropped open, and a strange tingling rippled over his skin. Though he had never heard a woman’s voice, his grandfather had frequently spoken of their attributes—at least as often as he talked of freedom—and held them in high regard. But those wistful musings had in no way prepared Leitos for the stirrings he felt in his middle at the songlike tones of female speech. He imagined he could sit in the sand and let her run that sword of hers through his heart, if only she kept talking.
“Why are you here?” the Hunter demanded. “If I do not like your answer, I will string your guts from the eaves of this city.”
Unlike Leitos, he seemed unmoved by the man’s pleasantness or the woman’s voice. If anything, he too seemed more on edge. For Leitos, that last shattered the spell of hearing a woman speak for the first time, and he backed a careful step behind Sandros. Distractedly, he thought he would never be able to apply that name to the man he knew only as the Hunter.
“Sandros,” the woman said, feigning shock even as she sauntered closer, “are threats anyway to meet old friends?”
“You are no friend, Zera,” the Hunter said, pivoting a little in her direction. “And neither, Pathil, are you. That you have come together troubles me all the more.”
“Oh, come now!” Pathil said, jamming his sword into the scabbard hanging at his waist. “Enough posturing. Let us spend this night under a common roof, and take pleasure in our company.”
“As I remember it,” the Hunter said, “the last time we shared a roof, I awoke with you trying to poke that sword of yours through my heart.”
“A youthful blunder. Surely you do not still hold that against me—it is not as though I succeeded in marring even a single hair on your head.”
“Only because I broke your arm,” the Hunter said.
“And his nose,” Zera laughed, sheathing her own blade. “And nearly his neck.”
“See there?” Pathil said, his good humor sounding forced at the reminder. “You have nothing to fear. Besides, we all know you are and have ever been the best of us … maybe even the greatest Hunter ever to stride Geldain. Even against me and Zera, were we of a mind to attack you, I dare say you would shame us.”
Leitos listened to the odd banter, but suspected that what he was hearing was secondary to what was truly going on. “All men are liars,” the Hunter had said, and from another conversation, “They sent word to all their spies and Hunters to keep an eye out for a fleeing slave boy, and offered a fair reward to anyone who captured you.”
Zera glanced at Leitos, a bare shifting of her hooded head. Though he could not see them, he felt her eyes on him, a prolonged, invasive study. “Is this the boy the Alon’mahk’lar seek?” she purred. “Do not bother denying it,” she added, before the Hunter could do just that.
Taking advantage of the distraction, Pathil edged closer, coming abreast of Zera and passing her by, before halting no more than five paces from the Hunter. Like Zera, he moved with an unnerving grace.
Unaccountably, the Hunter seemed to take no notice, and went so far as to tuck his knife away. “Very well,” he said, visibly relaxing. He dropped a heavy hand on Leitos’s shoulder “It appears we will have guests this night.” He eyed Pathil and Zera. “I trust you have something to eat?”
Zera nodded. “The best fare to be had in Zuladah.”
“Which,” Pathil snorted, “is not so grand, but surely better than those boney, sun-cooked lizards we all ate together south of Loe-Sati.”
The Hunter’s abrupt laughter startled Leitos. In the next moment, the foursome were walking together, all outward hints of danger fading like water sinking into burning sand. Where the three Hunters chatted, Leitos coiled within himself, forced to accept that no matter what happened, he would not gain his freedom this night. Killing Sandros now, with the presence of two other Hunters, would be impossible.
It took little time to reach a large, domed building with a columned portico set upon the highest point in the center of the bone-town. Leitos suspected the decrepit palace had not been the Hunter’s original destination, as his previous hideaways had been uninviting and nearly undetectable. The place they entered stood out, an obvious beacon to anyone seeking shelter.
With unvoiced caution, they crept into the halls of the palace, passing a dozen or more partial skeletons, most of which had been scattered by scavengers many years gone by. They came to a vast and shadowed inner chamber, over which curved the palace’s cracked dome. Through a large gap, Leitos made out the light of a few stars, and wished he was out on the open desert, instead of trapped within the confines of what amounted to a massive tomb.
The Hunter laid a fire from previously gathered barrel staves, broken crates, and smashed furnishings. Whether the palace had been his destination or not, the Hunter’s familiarity of the place and its stores suggested he had been there before.
While the fire labored to push back the gloom and the night’s coming chill, the foursome dragged once plush chairs near the flames. Zera and Pathil shrugged off their hooded cloaks, hued in the same drab, desert tones as the Hunter’s garb, and Leitos momentarily forgot all his anxieties.
Rooting through a satchel similar to the Hunter’s, Pathil’s easy grin was made all the whiter by his smooth, sable skin. Black, close-cropped hair capped his head in small, tight curls. Where the Hunter was a large man, Pathil was slender. His corded arms poking out of his close-fitting, sleeveless tunic spoke of a quick, deadly strength. Leitos had a rough understanding of Pathil’s ancestry from Adham’s favorable stories of the races of southern Geldain who, before the Upheaval, had commonly produced companies of skilled mercenaries called Asra a’Shah.
As interesting as Leitos found Pathil, he considered Zera all the more so. Where her voice had stirred something unfamiliar and dangerously exciting within him, her olive-toned features held him captive. Of course, he had never seen a woman, but judging by Pathil’s and the Hunter’s frequent, admiring glances in her direction, he supposed Zera must be counted as attractive.
Like Pathil, Zera’s lithe arms held an uncommon strength, but they moved with far more natural and lethal grace as she drew a large round loaf of bread from her satchel, followed by a skin bloated by some sloshing liquid. Completely indifferent to the furtive looks of the other three, she turned away. Where Pathil wore a simple tunic and loose trousers, Zera’s clothing, a mix of cloth and leather, snugged against her body like a second skin. Besides her hands, neck, and face, no other part of her was uncovered. Leitos did not know whether to be relieved or disappointed.
He focused on her hair to avoid looking at the rest of her, noting that she had woven it into a long, glossy black braid. In a deft movement he nearly missed, she brought her palm to her lips, as if sneaking a bite of food, then spun around, catching Pathil and the Hunter off guard. They hastily looked away, avoiding her eyes, which flashed and glimmered in the firelight. She placed the loaf and the skin on her chair, then went back to digging in her satchel.
Leitos barely noticed her movements now. He stared into the flames, his mind fixated on the vision of her eyes. He had never seen such color, a liquid, shimmering green flecked with gold around the pupils….
All at once Leitos felt a lingering pressure upon him, and he glanced up to find the Hunter and Pathil looking his way. At his blush, they laughed aloud. Zera’s attention locked on Leitos. His lower jaw, dangling loosely, sprang shut hard enough that his teeth clicked. For the barest moment, her eyes narrowed. In the next, they softened. Her lips parted in an open, inviting smile. It was then that he realized she could be no more than a handful of years older than he, if that. Leitos fell into a state of near panic under her prolonged scrutiny, but in the back of his mind he wondered how such a young woman could have become a Hunter.
“Were your people not so few and far-flung, Zera,” Pathil said with a rueful shake of his head, “I dare say they could compel the hearts of men the world over to join in battle against the Faceless One.”
“Perhaps one day we will make the attempt anyway,” she said quietly, making it sound like a promise. Whether or not there was truth in her words, or merely some suppressed hope, Leitos breathed easier now that her attention had turned from him.
“No one will ever stand against the Faceless One,” the Hunter said firmly. “He is too strong.”
“Not to mention,” Pathil said with a mirthless smirk, “he has plenty of Hunters and spies to make sure the seeds of such a rebellion never land in fertile soil.”
At this change in the conversation, Zera avoided looking at either man, and seemed to struggle with some retort.
Pathil pulled a small, round table near the fire, then set about carefully unwrapping layers of thin cloth from two fist-sized rounds of some pale white substance marbled with darker streaks. Using a wicked looking dagger, he sliced the rounds into wedges, releasing a pleasing aroma. Leitos hoped whatever it was Pathil was preparing was food.
Zera tore the loaf into four pieces and passed them around. Leitos was surprised that she gave him the largest portion, and thought to thank her. But then she was moving away with such indifference that he guessed there had been more happenstance in her gift than compassion. Pathil plopped into his chair and proceeded to fling the pale wedges to the others.
Leitos caught his, momentarily juggling it with his share of bread. He sniffed at the firm but yielding substance, and saliva filled his mouth. He looked up, found the others eyeing him, and his eyebrows raised in question.
“Cheese, boy,” the Hunter grumbled. “You eat it.”
Leitos took a tentative bite. It was smooth on his tongue, and the sharp flavor nearly overwhelmed him. He took a nibble of bread to keep from drooling. In moments, he had gobbled both handfuls.
“You have never tasted cheese?” Zera asked, then shook her head and answered her own question. “Of course not. You are a slave.”
Instead of eating her share, she handed it to Leitos. He mumbled a thanks, unable to hold her gaze. Not that she seemed to care. She wheeled away, snatched up another wedge of cheese, and sat down. Even watching Zera eat with small, dainty bites drove Leitos into a baffling state of pleasurable unease. He concentrated on making his second course disappear.
He avoided licking his fingers, but only because Zera was looking at him again, even as she pulled the cork stopper from the fat skin Leitos had seen earlier. She directed a stream of dark red liquid past her parted lips. A little dribbled over the rounded point of her chin, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. The Hunter took the offered skin with a cautious gleam in his eyes.
“Even if the wine is poisoned,” she laughed, “I am sure you took the proper measures to survive.”
The Hunter grunted, took a long drink, and sighed with pleasure. He handed the skin to Leitos, but as he took it, Zera gave a nearly imperceptible shake of her head.
What do I do? He thought in alarm, holding the skin halfway to his lips. As his hesitation grew, so did his nervousness.
“Well, don’t just sit there, drink up,” the Hunter chided.
“It won’t hurt you,” Pathil said, his tone lighter but no less biting.
Leitos darted a look at Zera, but she sat motionless across the fire from him, its flames dancing in her placid gaze. Had she sent him a message of caution, or had he imagined it?
He swallowed, brought the wineskin to his lips, then jerked back, nose wrinkling. His reaction was partly an act, true, but for some reason he had expected a sweet aroma. He all but flung the skin at Pathil, who caught it with an oath condemning Leitos’s clumsiness, then proceeded to drain half the contents into his mouth. Zera’s eyes narrowed briefly at Leitos, then her face cleared, and she laughed with the men.
Leitos reclined in his chair, glad his belly was full of something besides the usual lizards, snakes, and scrawny desert hares the Hunter had provided on their southward trek. He feigned sleepiness, but he puzzled over Zera’s subtle warning.
Finding no answers, he eventually became drowsy, and the others spoke in low tones. On the morrow or the next, he thought, slipping into a welcome slumber, they will go their way, and I will be able to kill the Hunter….
His eyes flew open seemingly moments later at the pressure of a hand clamped over his mouth. Zera’s face loomed before his, her emerald gaze bright with urgency. “Time to go, boy,” she whispered harshly.



Chapter 13
 
   When Leitos nodded, Zera moved away. The fire had died down, proving he had been asleep at least an hour or two.
Eyes slitted, Pathil sprawled half-in, half-out of his chair, a line of spittle hanging from his bottom lip to his chest. He seemed all too aware of what was happening, but was unable to control his limbs. Sandros fared a little better. One arm slowly stretched out, fingers clutching as if to catch hold of Zera’s throat. He mumbled unintelligibly, but Leitos heard the venom in his voice. The Hunter swallowed audibly, then managed, “Treacherous … whore.”
Zera laughed caustically. “By this time tomorrow or the next day, the effects of the poison I put in the wine will wear off, and you two will be as hale as ever.”
She dismissed Sandros and faced Leitos. No kindness shone in her stare. “You will stay at my side, boy. Fail that, and I will leash you. Understood?”
Leitos nodded slowly, having barely heard her. All he could think about was that he had to kill his captor to gain his freedom … and now that meant killing Zera. He had been able to envision crushing Sandros’s head with a rock, just barely, but not Zera. He wanted to scream in outrage at the unfairness.
“Carry this,” Zera said, thrusting the Hunter’s satchel into Leitos’s arms. Like her own, it was filled to bursting with supplies.
Sandros rasped, “I … will … find you.”
Before he could say more, Zera turned and smashed her fist against the big man’s jaw. He flew out of his chair and sprawled in the dust. Anything else he might have said was lost amid a sighing groan. Leitos stared, incredulous that she could have so easily crushed the consciousness from a veritable mountain of a man.
Zera pulled a length of cord from her satchel and tied Sandros’s hands behind his back tight enough to deeply crease his skin, then bound his ankles to his wrists. She did the same to an unresisting Pathil, then caught Leitos by the back of the neck and shoved him ahead of her. Pathil’s groggy laughter chased them from the decaying palace.
Out of doors, a faint gray line brightened the eastern sky above shattered rooftops, but stubborn shadows pressed down upon the ruins of the bone-town, refusing to surrender their dominion. Zera struck out to the south at a brisk pace. Imagining a short tether tight about his neck, Leitos stayed no more than a pace behind her, frantically wondering how he was going to get away from her.
“Why did you spare them?” Leitos asked abruptly, thinking to learn all he could about her convictions in as short a time as possible—anything that might aid his escape. She glared at him, and for a moment he was certain she meant to crack his skull.
“Hunters do not slay Hunters,” she said, her voice filled more with anxiety than anger. A moment later she amended that claim. “Except Sandros who, some say, has killed many of his brethren. Such may be lies, but he has never denied it. That is why the Alon’mahk’lar favor him. Another reason is because he hates men even more than the Sons of the Fallen. The stalking wolves of the Faceless One reward and nurture such hatred among their servants,” she finished, as if she herself was not a stalking wolf of the Alon’mahk’lar.
Leitos waited for her to add anything, but she kept quiet. With his mind awhirl at the sudden change of events, he could not think of anything else to ask. They strode along in silence until passing the southern gate. Zera halted there, looked in all directions, then took a thick bundle of cloth from her satchel.
“Wear this,” she said, tossing him a cloak. “It will keep the coming sun off your northern skin better than those rags Sandros gave you.”
He drew on the hooded cloak. It fit his small frame like a long robe. “Pathil will not miss it,” Zera said, running a critical eye over his attire. Locking on his bare feet, she dug through her satchel again and produced another bundle. “They are mine, but should fit you well enough.”
One after the other, Leitos pulled on a pair of leather, calf-high boots. They squeezed his toes, but not enough to trouble him. He had never worn footwear, and he rejoiced at the feel of soft leather encasing his feet. He walked a small circle. The tough soles were thin enough that he lost almost no sensation of the ground underfoot.
“Good,” Zera said with a brisk nod. “Now we can make better time.”
Leitos’s reflexive thanks withered on his tongue. “If you mean to return me to the Alon’mahk’lar, then you might as well kill me.”
Zera grinned. “You can go where you will. However, if you wish to hold to your freedom and your life, you will stay with me.”
Leitos blinked uncertainly. “All that about leashes—”
“A farce,” Zera interrupted, her grin widening. “Something to ensure Sandros and Pathil keep believing I am a proper Hunter—the same as them. They will be angry with my apparent treachery, but such deceptions are not uncommon among Hunters, and are expected besides. For the most part, they will be angry with themselves for underestimating me.”
Past voices filled Leitos’s mind. Trust no one, save those of whom I’ve spoken … All men are liars. “If you are not a Hunter, then who are you?”
“A friend.”
“How can I believe you?” he insisted.
She laughed, a low and enticing sound. “If you have any wish to become an old man, you can ill afford to fully trust me, or anyone else, ever. But know that in safeguarding your freedom, I stand on your side.” Unless I decide to become your enemy, she did not add, though it seemed implied.
Dawn’s soft pink light overtook the gray in the east, as Leitos mulled his choices: leave her and go alone, or stay with her and blindly hope she did not betray him, as she had Sandros and Pathil. Zera did not demand his immediate decision, but she fidgeted, eager to move on. He chose to let her answer to his next question decide whether he would stay with her, or set off on his own. “Where will we go?”
“In time, we will go west, boy, beyond the Mountains of Fire, then to the Crown of the Setting Sun. That is where you will find those you seek.”
“How could you know—” he blurted, stopping himself too late.
“Where else would you go?” Zera said impatiently. “That you are a slave in Geldain marks you as Izutarian.”
“Why does that matter?” Leitos asked.
“Long has there been an alliance between Izutar and those in Geldain who are faithful to the memory of the age before the Upheaval, and the rise of the Faceless One. Although the faithful are few, they never cease trying to counter him at every turn. He has succeeded in hiding this opposition, but he has failed to destroy it.”
“You are speaking of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield,” Leitos said cautiously, wondering why Adham had never mentioned any alliance. If not for Zera’s accuracy about his destination, he would have kept silent … or perhaps not. Even after all he had experienced since fleeing the mines, he found it almost impossible not to reveal his secrets to her. In truth, he wanted to trust her with everything.
“Yes,” Zera said. “And I masquerade as a Hunter in order to serve the brotherhood.”
Leitos thought about the Hunters, all who served the Alon’mahk’lar, and found it unimaginable that anyone could achieve such ends without detection. “How do you know that Sandros and Pathil have not guessed what you are about and won’t track us into the west?”
“We do not have time for this,” Zera cautioned, looking back toward the bone-town.
“If I am to go with you, then I must be able to trust you.”
“I cannot know the minds of Sandros and Pathil,” Zera said reluctantly. She motioned him to walk with her. “I will explain what I can on the way.”
Leitos strode along, waiting for her to gather her thoughts.
“Soon after the Faceless One made it known that he sought to enslave all Izutarians,” she began, “the last king of Izutar raised his banners in rebellion. The Faceless One crushed all resistance, and sent the enslaved to Geldain. The northern king retreated, still fighting, but he also made a pact with the Brothers of the Crimson Shield—rather, the father of the brotherhood, a man who rode with the king in the days before he gained his throne.”
“What pact?”
“You really do not know?” Zera said, arching an eyebrow at him. Leitos shook his head. She sighed. “The brotherhood agreed to do all they could to free any northern-born slaves in Geldain, in honor of past loyalties.”
“That pact must not have been very strong. There have been few if any slaves ever freed from bondage in Geldain.”
“True,” Zera agreed, “but that has nothing to do with any weakness in the fellowship between the King of the North and the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. You must understand, the Alon’mahk’lar hold Geldain with unflinching brutality. Even where it seems that men walk free, they are, in truth, as much slaves as any who wear chains. Freeing anyone in Geldain is no small matter.
“Now, in answer to your earlier question: I thwart the control of the Alon’mahk’lar whenever I can by posing as one of their agents. If it is ever found out that I serve the brotherhood, I will be tortured to discover all that I know, then killed.”
“So,” he said slowly, “did you become a Hunter before or after you joined this … this secret struggle?”
“After,” Zera said without hesitation. “So, boy, do we stay together, or do you wish to test your wits against Sandros and Pathil?”
“I will stay with you,” he said, seeing little choice in the matter. In his heart, he hoped she spoke the truth. Not just because it would be good to have an ally, but because he knew he would never be able to kill this woman. “My name is Leitos.”
Zera studied him a moment. “Leitos,” she said slowly. “I like that.” She offered him another those secretive grins, cracking her mask of hard, cruel beauty, and making her into a pretty young woman.
That smile
will be the death of me. Even as this idea drifted through his consciousness, a garbled shout echoed from deep within the ruins of the bone-town.
Zera’s head whipped around. “Sandros,” she hissed in disbelief. “He is stronger than I imagined. He will be weak for days, but he will soon follow. Come, Leitos, it is time to run.”



Chapter 14
 
   They ran until Leitos began to lag. Zera halted long enough to take his satchel, then they set out again. “We must reach Zuladah as soon as possible,” she said, scanning the brightening emptiness at their backs.
“Why not just flee into the west?” Leitos panted.
“Long has the Faceless One known of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield,” she said, breathing easily, “yet he has never been able to crush them. I cannot allow Sandros, or any other Hunter, to suspect that I am part of that order. To ensure that, Sandros must believe I am taking you to Zuladah … which, of course, I am.”
Leitos rubbed sweat from his eyes, thinking that made no sense. “Won’t there be Alon’mahk’lar in Zuladah?”
“Yes,” Zera said. “We go into the very heart of the adder’s nest, just where Sandros would expect a fellow Hunter to take a slave captured this side of the River Ul’aman. When he gives chase, he will think I mean to give you over to the slavemasters. Out of fear of losing his status among them, he dare not ask the Faceless One’s lackeys if I handed you over. In time, he and the Alon’mahk’lar will begin to hear rumors of your unfortunate death—a common fate of escaped slaves. It is a dangerous game we play, one that may be found out, and so I will also use Zuladah’s populace to cover our escape.”
“If you mean to spread word of my death,” Leitos said, “then I still do not understand why we go to Zuladah.”
“If you need another reason,” Zera said, impatience tightening her voice, “it is because we require supplies to make the journey, which I can only get in Zuladah.”
Leitos had no head for such scheming, and decided to leave it to her.
The day passed, a seemingly endless flight under scorching heat and blinding sunlight, across a dead land filled with sand and dust and scrub. The only good Leitos could count was that the Hunter’s furious cry had not come again, suggesting that Zera’s poison had done its work. But Sandros would follow at some point, of that Leitos had no doubt.
By the time they reached the second bone-town two days later, all Leitos really cared about was water. Zera had doled out sips from a waterskin along the way, always giving him a greater measure than she herself took. In addition, she occasionally fed him hard strips of leathery, salty meat. “It is not much,” she said once, “but it will keep up your strength.”
On the rare occasions Zera bothered to say anything, she usually sounded like that—distant, as if talking to herself. The Hunter had also spoken to himself. But then, who else do they usually have to speak with, other than themselves? In a strange way, he suspected the Hunters were as much slaves as he had been.
The second bone-town resembled the first, a forsaken habitation of crumbled buildings and smashed palaces, all surrounded by a fallen warding wall. The only true difference was the size. With nightfall coming swiftly, he judged that the first bone-town had been a mere village next to the second. Leitos imagined the city as it had been before the Upheaval, a thriving capital of some lost kingdom, filled not with thousands of people, but tens of thousands. For the barest moment the illusion held, the grandeur of life made all the more believable by the golden glow cast by the dwindling sunlight….
Then the sun sank below the horizon, and the inviting city of gold and light transformed into a vast and open crypt bathed in blood. The false allure withdrew, revealing a haunt of jackals and carrion birds, lost spirits and lurking shadows. Jagged and misshapen, the bones of what forgotten men had built rose toward the coming night, as if in supplication for an unattainable mercy.
“Leitos,” Zera said softly, concern furrowing her brow, “are you well?”
Leitos pulled back from the dismal trance. “Yes,” he lied. He had not known the people who had once lived in the city, did not even know its name, but he felt those long-dead people around him, as if they yet lived.
Avenge the blood of our forefathers. That command now meant more to Leitos, and he was beginning to understand why his grandfather had given his life. He had wanted freedom for Leitos, but more, he desired that all men would one day live free of the Faceless One’s bondage. But how, grandfather, can I accomplish what you died for? At that moment, Leitos felt weaker than ever.
“Are you sure you were not bitten by something?” Zera asked sharply, catching his head in her hands and studying his face. “You look sick.”
Leitos froze, mesmerized by the color and depth of her eyes. Her skin was hot against his, her closeness pressing in. With a sigh, all the world seemed to pass away, leaving only him and Zera. Dust coated her cheeks and brow, but could not mar the smoothness of her skin. His pulse raced at the thought of drawing nearer, of falling into her embrace, of pressing his lips against hers—
As though by an unspoken command, they moved away from each other. A little breathless, and wholly confused, Leitos nodded belatedly at her question. “I am just thirsty and hungry,” he said, almost choking on the words. Had she seen into his mind, or read his features?
After a final lingering glance that seemed, ever so briefly, to mirror his uncertainty, Zera swept her gaze over the nearby ruins. “Better if we had reached the far side of the city before dark,” she said, “but there is nothing for that now.”
“I am not too tired to go on,” Leitos offered. That was an absolute lie, but he would rather press on, than set camp and try to act like his mind had not run rampant with amorous thoughts.
“Bone-towns are dangerous at any time, but more so after the sun falls,” Zera said. She pointed out a large building. Blocky and plain, it squatted in shadow like a broken thing just inside the collapsed city gate. “We will shelter there.”
Zera led the way to an area in front of the building littered with cracked paving stones. She sat Leitos down on a sturdy bench pulled from under a pile of rubble. Without a word of explanation, she walked back into the street, now enshrouded by the coming night. It was hard to see what she was up to, but for a long moment she appeared to be getting undressed. Sweat sprang up on Leitos’s brow. When he realized that she had only taken off her cloak, he breathed easier.
She strode to the city gate and, using her cloak like a broom, she whisked away all evidence of their passage back to where Leitos was sitting.
“What about our tracks outside the city?” Leitos asked, compelled to learn from Zera the same way he had learned from the Hunter.
Zera shot him a devious grin. “Sandros—and Pathil, if he chooses to follow that brute—will believe I am taking you to Zuladah to gain my reward. The road south is the safest and fastest way to get you there, so there is no reason to hide our route. But when they find that our tracks end at the gate, they will have two choices: waste time by searching the entire city, on the chance that I am up to something else, or try to get ahead and catch us on the road. Either way, they will have to take time to try and outwit me, which gives us more time to outwit them.”
“Could they do that?” Leitos asked, worried more about what they might do to Zera than to him. “Could they get ahead of us, even with the poison you gave them?”
“Anything is possible,” she admitted, “but highly unlikely. Because Sandros is so large a man, I sprinkled a double measure of poison in the wine—much to Pathil’s regret, I am sure.”
“But that shout,” Leitos said. “That did not sound like someone who was poisoned.”
Zera gave him a flat look. “Do not doubt me, boy.”
Chagrined, Leitos shrugged. “I still do not understand why you let them live.”
“I am not in the habit of repeating myself,” Zera snapped. “But because you seem rather slow of mind, I will explain it to you once more. A true Hunter takes great pleasure in besting their fellows, and leaves them alive to spread the tale of how they were outwitted, thus earning the respect of other Hunters and, more importantly, the trust of the Alon’mahk’lar.”
Leitos held silent, and Zera produced a skein of dark cord from her satchel and strung it low off the ground, crisscrossing it over all available paths needed to enter their shelter. After creating a nearly undetectable web, she anchored the cord’s ends to various bits of rubble. To the last, those pieces sat precariously upon other debris, and Leitos guessed that if any careless searcher passed by, their feet would tangle in the cord and drag down enough bricks to make a terrible racket. Even if her web was detected, there was no way to breach it without the same end.
While she worked to perfect her trap, Leitos thought about what she had said about Hunters, and decided that it sounded like a baffling game, and said as much.
Moving sections of the cord to more satisfactory places, Zera nodded absently. “Indeed it is, and all the world of men is forced to play by the rules and pleasure of the Faceless One. Living and dying, scheming against one another, these things come naturally enough, but the Faceless One and his Alon’mahk’lar have raised the stakes, disallowing any escape when you grow weary of the sport.”
“What does the Faceless One hope to gain?”
Zera shrugged. “No one really knows. Some think his motivation is simply an abiding love for brutality. Others believe he has another goal in mind, some unknown secret, and that he pits men against each other to distract them from his true ends. For me, all that matters is destroying the Faceless One and his hordes. That is what I live for, and what I will die for. It is for others to decide what happens after.”
Leitos stopped himself from saying how bleak that sounded.
“I trust you have a stone of protection?” Zera asked, drawing one similar to that which he wore from under the collar of her snug tunic. He nodded in answer, but she wanted to see it before believing him. She came close enough to fill him again with that stirring anxiety, then moved away, and led him into the building.
She halted just inside the entrance, dug through her satchel, and pulled out a palm-sized leather sack. Leitos gasped when she untied the drawstring and upended it, spilling a brightly glowing, pale amber glass orb into her hand.
“Firemoss,” she said in answer to his amazement. “When dry it casts no light, but add water and.…” She raised the glass ball, letting its radiance speak for itself. “It can only be harvested from the Qaharadin Marshes, north across the Sea of Drakarra—” her eyes found his “—your homeland.”
“That swamp lies far to the south of Izutar,” Leitos said, “so my grandfather told me.” At some point, Adham had mentioned firemoss as well, but Leitos had never expected to see any.
Zera shrugged at his correction and moved away, following the glow of firemoss. Leitos trailed after her, trying to focus on what the light showed, but finding his eyes drawn again and again to her silhouetted shape. While that was an attractive vision, his mind shifted, and he found himself basking in the idea of what her lips must feel like—
You are a fool, he scolded himself. There is nothing between us, and there never will be. Instead of relief, or a sense of acceptance, that idea brought only melancholy. You are a fool, he chided himself again.
They did not go far into the building before coming to a broad, square room filled with wooden furnishings so heavily dry-rotted as to be useless.
“This may have been the common room of an inn,” Zera said, placing the firemoss globe in a broken bowl sitting on a table. Instead of bread and cheese, she laid out a meal of water and more dried meat.
While he ate, Zera paced back and forth, the firemoss casting too small a glow to drive back the gloom. With each step she seemed to grow more agitated, and a deep frown pinched her brow.
“I must find water,” Zera muttered quietly. Before leaving, she pressed a short knife into his reluctant hand. “If anyone comes, defend yourself.” Leitos nodded, certain she was annoyed with him.
She left, depleted waterskins in hand, melding silently into the waiting shadows. Alone, Leitos worried off a bite of the leathery meat, but found it salty to the point of bitterness. He spat it out, wiped his lips, and stood up. He wandered aimlessly about the room, keeping at the verge between darkness and light.
There was nothing to see that did not bring to mind the futility of standing against the Faceless One: a human skull buried under a stack of broken benches, as if in some bygone era someone had hidden a friend or a loved one with all that was at hand; an abandoned packrat’s nest of twigs and straw and scraps of what might have been cloth but looked more like scraps of skin; shattered crockery and a collection of cracked wooden cups that would never again hold liquid.
All of it spoke of the failure to overcome the evil days that had befallen the world long before his birth. Yet, for the memory and love of his grandfather, he would take the path of vengeance Adham had set him upon. He would reach the Crown of the Setting Sun and find the Brothers of the Crimson Shield.
He settled under the table upon which the firemoss globe faintly glowed within a black void, and tucked one of the satchels under his head. He waited for Zera’s return, but sleep took him long before she came back.



Chapter 15
 
   Zera hovered over Leitos. The emerald vibrancy of her eyes had dimmed, as had the glow of the firemoss, which now cast all in the sickly, greenish light of corruption. Everything looked wrong, skewed and malignant.
“Did you find water?” Leitos asked. Though it seemed the wrong question, he needed to hear her voice.
Instead of answering, she lifted her arm, her face as blank as that of a corpse. A solitary waterskin floated up, its neck clenched in her fist. It hung above him, bloated, leaking some reeking, honey-thick pestilence that collected on the underside in a single, quivering bead of moisture. Leitos tried to move away before it could fall, but an unseen force held him captive, constricted his chest. The droplet grew fatter … fatter … stretching toward its eventual release.
I cannot let it touch me, he thought, eyes growing wider with each passing moment. Try as he might, he could not shift even a finger. Within that drop, now the hue of poisoned, long-dead blood, his distorted reflection stared back, a terrified spirit-boy held captive by invisible bonds. “Please,” Leitos wailed, “do not do this ... please.”
Zera’s pupils lost their shape, swirled like a befouled mist, devouring the dull green. Swiftly, that eddying darkness obscured even the whites of her eyes, then began to trickle over her cheeks. Hissing, those rivulets parted her flesh as though sliced with a keen blade, revealing the underlying bone.
“The age of men has ended,” she said hollowly. But it was not her voice, not anything human. “You are but a wasp without a sting, droning about its nest, smelling the smoke, but impotent against the coming inferno. Power never meant for mortals has nevertheless taken hold within their unworthy flesh. Better that you open your veins, than dare to stand against the coming tide of fire.”
Leitos’s gaze darted from the horror of Zera’s melting features to the engorged, venomous globule hanging from the waterskin—a corrosive fluid, surely the same substance that dribbled from her now oozing sockets. Then something stirred beneath her tunic, a pulsing, undulating, swelling movement that brought bile to the back of his throat. There is something inside her … trying to get out.
As if drawn by that thought, a vaporous thread wormed out of her forehead, another from her neck. More pierced her clothing. Before he could fully register what was happening, each of the threads had thickened to the size of his finger … his wrist … his thigh, nearly obscuring Zera. Their mottled surfaces rippled, dripped, thrashed. Bone broke apart with a sodden crunching noise. A wriggling stew boiled out of her ruptured skull, poured over her shoulders, splattered at her feet. Her mouth yawned to release a single, deep, resonant note.
Clapping his hands to his head, Leitos shut his eyes and screamed in a bid to block the sight and sound of the nightmarish vision—
Fingers, powerful and digging, caught hold of his arms and dragged him into a sitting position. He refused to open his eyes, and the hands holding him upright slid to cradle his face. “We must leave,” Zera said gently. It was her voice, the real Zera.
Leitos opened his eyes, expecting the worst, but finding all was as it should be, down to her blazing green gaze. “A nightmare,” he muttered. “It was … was….” He could not finish. No words could convey the horror of what he had seen, nor express his relief that it had not been real.
Zera hauled him to his feet. “You can tell me about it later,” she said, struggling for calm. “Now, we must flee.”
“Is there danger?” he asked, having no intention of recounting the nightmare.
Zera repacked the satchels while she spoke, her movements hurried, but not one wasted. “There is much of the world that you do not know. The Faceless One is powerful, but there are things worse than him.”
Leitos helped as he could, but mostly just got in the way. “What things?”
“Mahk’lar,” Zera said.
“They are here?” Leitos asked, looking to the darkest corners for movement that was not there.
“Yes,” Zera answered, and said no more.
They made their way out of the building by another route than the way they entered. Every step was precarious, and more than once they had to climb over wobbly mounds of brick, leaning tangles of collapsed timbers, or dusty piles of furniture.
Once free of their temporary shelter, Zera led them deeper into the city. They crossed open areas in a crouched run, hugged walls between places that offered cover. Where she stalked along leaving no trail, Leitos made a terrible racket no matter how he tried to mimic her stealth. She scowled at him when his foot loudly crunched through a slat of wood. Without a word, she placed his hand on her trailing shoulder, indicating with a look that he dare not let go. Soon after Zera halted in a dark alley.
“You are not telling me something,” Leitos whispered, but even that sounded too loud.
She eyed him a moment, then nodded in appreciation. “You are no fool, but your insight will earn you no comfort. The few Mahk’lar that have always resisted joining with the Faceless One,” she said, resuming her sneaking stride, “have hidden themselves away in order to build their own army. Some believe they mean to rise against both the Faceless One and humankind, and take the world they believe is rightfully theirs.”
Leitos swallowed. “An army of what?”
“Abominations, horrors unimagined by even the most depraved and forsaken mind,” Zera said. “Strange breeds of Alon’mahk’lar.”
“Is that why we are fleeing?” Leitos wondered aloud.
Instead of answering, Zera jerked him off the street and into a readily defensible nook created by a building’s collapsed side wall. In the same motion, she dropped into a crouch and dragged him down by her side. A long, slender dagger appeared in her hand.
Remembering the knife she had given him earlier, Leitos drew it from his satchel. In comparison to hers, it was a paltry example of a weapon. He waited, looking from Zera to the narrow, twisting street. Zera fixated on something, but he made out only darkness, outlines of collapsed buildings—
He detected a shape … a shadow within a shadow, low to the ground, sliding along in perfect silence. Something about the way it glided over the roadway, like a thick mist, raised the hair of his head. Once seen, he noticed more shapes like the first. Their paths seemed aimless, and thus unpredictable.
“Gods good and wise,” Zera breathed. Though just audible, her voice carried a note of fear that compounded Leitos’s own. “The city is overrun with Mahk’lar.”
“Then why did you bring us here?” Leitos demanded, his voice little more than a trembling hiss.
“Bone-towns have always been haunts for Mahk’lar,” Zera said. “Stones of protection prevent them from possessing the living ... but I have never seen such a gathering.”
“What do we do?” Leitos asked, clutching the stone dangling from its leather cord around his neck, even as he wondered how a bit of polished rock could offer any defense against creatures of the Thousand Hells.
Before she could answer, a chill blade slid up Leitos’s spine. He flung himself against Zera, who first cursed his clumsiness, then went rigid, eyes locked on something over his shoulder.
Leitos wheeled. Within the darkness before his eyes hung something darker still, a total absence of light in the shape of no living creature he had ever seen. The blade that had caressed him was no blade at all, but a jagged, inky-black talon. That terrible claw raised up amid eight others, all spread in a wide fan. They slashed suddenly, almost playfully, across his face. Cold agony raked through one cheek, the bridge of his nose. He wrenched back with a garbled shout. With the pain came a brief flaring of dull blue light that originated from the stone of protection and raced over his skin, then dissipated in crackling sparks.
The Mahk’lar jerked away with a hiss, a twisted thing trailing wisps of vapor. A single gray eye centered in its forehead narrowed in hate. “Yours is a destiny cursed,” it snarled. “The age of men is an undying corpse longing for the reeking soil of the grave.” The demonic spirit said more as it retreated and vanished, the words spoken in a language beyond human understanding.
“Come,” Zera urged, rising from her knees.
Heart pounding, Leitos touched his face, and found the skin whole. “What of the Fallen?” he asked.
“Safeguarded as we are by the stones of protection, no Mahk’lar can harm our souls or our flesh, but their creations—the Alon’mahk’lar—can destroy us.” She dragged him up and over the rubble at their backs, and they dropped into a lightless alley.
Shaking off his revulsion, Leitos pulled his wrist from her grip. “I will follow.”
Zera thought about that for a heartbeat, then set off. Soon, they were jogging along, crisscrossing the barren city on what seemed to Leitos a haphazard path. He did not question her. He did not have the breath, for one, and for another it was apparent that she wanted to escape the Mahk’lar as much as he did. Still, he could not help but wonder if wandering about, instead of simply climbing over the nearest city wall, was the best choice.
Large as the city was, they kept on for an hour or more, and still there seemed to be no indication that they were getting closer to escaping. Zera paused at a building that had burned hot enough to powder its brick structure. Around its foundation grew a stand of tall, stiff, bushy weeds yellowed and dried from the summer heat.
“Here we are,” she said, as if she had been looking for those weeds in particular. She used her dagger to cut through several woody stems, and pulled her skein of cord from her satchel. Dividing the weeds in half, she tied each bunch together, then secured one cord around Leitos’s waist, and the end of the other around her own.
She moved off, the trailing foliage obscuring her tracks. Leitos could not help but think it was a pointless endeavor, given that they had left a trail throughout the city, but amended his judgment when the city wall abruptly materialized out of the night. Understanding dawned. They were about to escape onto the road to Zuladah, and she was still trying to confuse Sandros and Pathil.
Not for the first time, Leitos felt inept for the task with which Adham had charged him. He had completely forgotten about the two Hunters. If left to his own devices, he would have simply run. Such an oversight would surely have meant his capture. He berated himself, but also committed the lesson to memory.
Zera angled toward a sprawling break in the wall, and a din of growls rose up. Zera slid to a halt. Leitos careened into her and bounced off.
“Cut yourself free,” she said, low but insistent. In place of the dagger she had been using, now her sword came to hand. “Defend yourself, Leitos, for we face Alon’mahk’lar.”
As monstrous figures closed in, Leitos stabbed his fist into the satchel tangled about his shoulders, slicing his fingers on the small knife he had stored away. Hissing, he pulled the weapon free and slashed the cord tied about his waist. He backed away as one of the creatures came closer than the others, an enemy so hideous that the sight of it threatened to unravel his mind.
The Alon’mahk’lar had the shape of a dog, and a cluster of bulbous eyes, glowing an ugly amber, sprouted from its broad, knotted forehead. Spines of bone stretched in a ridge from its thick neck to its lashing, club-like tail. Powerful limbs propelled it, legs that had more joints than they should, each knobby and dense with rippling muscle and cords of taut sinew. A rough, splotchy maroon hide covered it.
Zera flung Leitos aside as if he were no more substantial than an empty sack. At the same time, she flitted sideways as the creature sprang. Its mouth, a reeking cavern filled with back-curving fangs, snapped closed around the empty space where she had just been, spraying slaver. Her sword flashed, parting the side of the creature’s neck. Spinning, Zera whirled her sword in a tight circle. The blade rose high, arced down, parting the beast’s spine with a crunching shriek. The creature howled as it tumbled into the sand, forelegs clawing for purchase, its hindquarters convulsing amid the spill of bloody intestines.
Zera wheeled, letting the beast writhe in the throes of death, and faced the rest of the Alon’mahk’lar. Where they hesitated, she attacked.
Leitos stood frozen in place, jaw hanging loose as Zera flew into their midst. Her blade hewed bone, savaged flesh. Teeth and fangs slammed together on empty air and pained howls. The smell of blood curdled Leitos’s insides. The agonized cries of dying abominations washed over him, brought back the day Adham had sacrificed himself. The same clamor had risen up then, the same scents—
Leitos to fell to his knees on the sandy street, retching. He raised a shaky hand to swipe away the burning drool from his lips, but the hand never reached them. While Zera was engaged, another Alon’mahk’lar had circled around, seeking easier meat. Leitos moaned, an unconscious plea for mercy that he knew would never be granted.
The Alon’mahk’lar crept forward, a giant spider mingled with a scorpion. It rattled when it moved, a chitinous sound that set his teeth on edge. It advanced on ten legs, the swaying knees of which rose above its horned and plated back. Each leg ended at a single claw that scored deep grooves in the sandstone cobbles.
Leitos lurched to his feet, the knife in his blood-slicked hand poised to stab. Spindly legs clattering, the Alon’mahk’lar darted half the distance between them. Nearer it came, gaining two paces for each one he backed away. Nearer … nearer … nearer, until he heard a hissing whisper issue from its masticating jaws. Leitos’s thoughts ground to a halt, as words in the human tongue reached his ears.
… hold little one … hold … hold still … lie down … down ... sleep … rest child rest … submit … sweet flesh … feast … feed … devour bleed … bleed … oh sweet sleep …
The sibilant chant crept over his pebbled skin, sank beneath, wormed through him, froze his muscles and bones. He wanted to lie down, to offer himself up—
No! a voice shouted within him, pleading, futilely resisting … fading … fading.
… still the heart… sleep child sleep … no pain … sweet blood … savor the meat … devour the soul … sweet nectar … sleep … slumber … rest … sweet perishing … sweet death … be still be … be quiet …
Leitos sank to his knees, eyes watering as that singsong whispering pierced his mind. The knife fell from his numb fingers. The lullaby filled him, a soft, comforting, eager muttering.
…sleep … yes … rest … yes yes … lie down … yes yes yes … slumber … rest … peace … sleepslumbersleepslumberdie …”
Caught now in a placid dream, Leitos watched motionlessly as the creature’s jaws slid within a foot of his nose. Thick, pale foam spilled from its mouth. Sleep, he thought dazedly, rest.…
He slumped to one side, his body as limp as dewy grass. He no longer saw the beast before him, but rather a vision of a green field dotted with flowers. So beautiful, he thought drowsily. The sunlight was golden warmth on his face, so peaceful….
Sleep … forever … slumber … evermore….
A blow shattered the vision. For a moment he was trapped between the world he knew and the one he had seen. A thousand silvery-hot spikes lanced through his eyes, his skull, his very being. Even as the last syllables of that dread voice rolled over and through him, he found himself wallowing on the ground, choking on a mouthful of gritty dust.
“Get up!” Zera ordered. She stood over the Alon’mahk’lar. It whispered no longer, and lay in pieces, oozing black blood. Somewhere nearby, hidden within the night’s oppressive murk, monstrous voices spewed condemnation.
Gagging on the dust coating his tongue, Leitos caught up his knife and scrambled unsteadily to his feet. Muddled, he stood in place, muscles shaking with the need to escape, but unable to choose a route.
Fingers clamped around the back of his neck and shoved him forward. In a shambling imitation of running, Leitos threw one foot in front of the other. Somewhere behind him, Zera bellowed in fury. Leitos ran on, gaining speed.
You cannot leave her!
With every step, his self-loathing grew, and finally he slowed, unsure how he could help, except to serve as a distraction to the beasts that harried Zera.
Suddenly she flew out of the night, hair wild, green eyes flashing. And she was grinning. A merciless smirk that had nothing to do with humor, only lethal joy. “Keep on!” she ordered, and he obeyed.



Chapter 16
 
   With the Alon’mahk’lar hard on their heels, Leitos and Zera fled. The dead city flashed by, and the break in the warding wall fell far behind. Alon’mahk’lar spilled from decrepit buildings, drawn like hounds to the hunt. Zera guided them through alleys, buildings, and down streets, keeping them one step ahead of their enemies.
Zera ducked into a doorway without warning. Leitos kept on a half dozen paces, skidded to a halt, and raced back through the opening. Zera caught him as he flew past and dragged him down, her hand clamped over his lips. “Hold,” she breathed.
The demonic baying filled the night, coming closer. Leitos struggled not to jerk out of her grasp, the need to flee warring with her instruction.
“Their blood is hot for the hunt,” she whispered, sounding too excited by half. “That will make them careless. They will trample our scent amid their own and lose the trail. Watch. Wait.”
As the last word passed her lips, a pack of Alon’mahk’lar surged past the open doorway, a heaving swarm of misshapen flesh, grunting and squealing to each other in their accursed tongue. Another pack trailed the first, then another. Just as Zera had predicted, not one beast slowed, or so much as glanced their way.
When the sounds of the pursuit moved off, Zera said, “Now we sneak.”
Leitos shook away the mesmerizing effect of her stare, and glanced down the lightless corridor. They were trapped, as far as he could tell, and he said so.
“The buildings in old cities press together like boils on a leper’s backside,” she answered.
Despite his reservations, Leitos followed her deeper into the building, one hand on her shoulder, the other clutching his knife. His cut fingers stung, a dull throbbing he easily ignored. Besides the soft grating noise of his footsteps, the only other sounds came from the searching Alon’mahk’lar, which seemed to have finally realized their prey had evaded them.
How long can that last … how long before they double back and pick up the scent? Despite Zera’s reassurance, he knew that once the enemy found their tracks, the building would become a snare, allowing the Alon’mahk’lar to stalk them at leisure.
Zera led them to a narrow stairwell, and took it up to the next level. Leitos came after, halting behind her on a landing. She exposed the firemoss globe, letting its light shine over their surroundings. Fire had gutted the structure, and the charred floorboards had burned through in many places, dry-rotted in others.
Zera hugged the wall, testing the floor with each step before resting her full weight upon the boards. Leitos was careful to step where she had, cringing every time a board creaked and sagged. He easily imagined himself crashing through and plummeting to the lower level. He swallowed dryly and forced himself to continue.
They kept on until they reached another stairwell, this one of wooden risers. Char and dust coated the thick treads, and Zera went more cautiously than before. Leitos came after, sweating profusely. The burned sections crumbled underfoot, raising puffs of ash that tickled the nose.
A bit farther, Leitos detected the clean scent of the night’s breeze. Zera tucked away the firemoss orb, and a rectangle of dark sky scattered with twinkling stars materialized before them. Zera rushed through the doorway, as did Leitos.
The building’s flat rooftop was a mass of cracks and gaping holes. One misstep would mean certain death. A door that might have once guarded the doorway lay a few feet away. In the shadowed streets below, groups of Alon’mahk’lar called to one another, or sniffed along the ground in erratic patterns. The individual bands were converging.
Zera guided them to the southern edge of the roof. At once, Leitos understood what she had meant about boils on a leper.
Flat rooftops marched off in every direction, some higher and some lower, all pressed tightly together, save where streets and alleys divided them into islands. And while the paths below might be wide enough for a large wagon to pass unhindered, the buildings’ upper levels overhung the thoroughfares, narrowing the gaps between buildings.
Leitos was contemplating ways to bridge the distance, when Zera said, “We must jump.”
“It is ten feet across,” Leitos balked. He peered over the edge. “And four times that to the alley.” He wanted to tell her it was too far, but in seeing that mischievous grin of hers, the disturbing, eager gleam in her eyes, he screwed up his courage and nodded.
Zera paced out a route mostly free of cracks or holes. Without a word, she swept forward and made an effortless leap, more graceful in the air than on the ground. She flew across empty space, landed on an outstretched foot, and tucked into a roll. After a single revolution, she was again on her feet. She waved him on.
That was not so hard, Leitos thought, his confidence swelling. Following in her footsteps, he trotted forward and jumped lightly. Where Zera soared, Leitos plummeted as if he had stones tied to his ankles. Instead of getting closer to the opposite roof, it seemed to recede. A scream lodged in his throat, and he clawed for the edge. He caught the lip, but at the same instant his chest and face slammed into the side of the building. His breath burst from his lungs in a whooshing grunt. His fingers scraped over rough mudbrick in a vain attempt to stop his fall. Friction seemed to hold him in place, a teasing hope. Then he was falling back, and the yawning gulf drew him down and away. Above, the sharp edge of the roof slanted horizontally across the night sky. Both began a sickening, weightless slide, as his body pivoted.
A hand flashed out, catching the strap of his satchel. The band of leather was twined under his arm and looped around his neck, and he jerked to a wrenching halt. Stitching popped with an ominous ripping sound, as the leather pulled tight against his throat. His flailing hands found that feeble tether and clung tight.
Zera gazed down, her loosened hair hanging around grim features. She reared back, hauling him up and over the edge. They both ended up sprawled on the roof.
“Next time,” Zera said wryly, “at least make a little effort. We are not stepping across cracked paving stones.”
Leitos stared up at the stars, heart pounding. There will be no next time. Even as he thought it, he knew that was not the truth—unless he wanted to become the feast for the Alon’mahk’lar.
“You made it look so easy,” he muttered, after he caught his breath.
“For me, it was easy,” Zera said, sitting up and wrapping her forearms around her cocked knees. “I have done this many times.” She cast him a sour look. “I did not think I had to explain the differences between a Hunter and a former slave.”
Disgusted with himself, Leitos sat up. “I am an idiot. It would serve you better to leave me here. Find another to save.”
Zera thought about that a moment, then rose to her feet. As she strode away, she pulled her hair back and retied the leather thong to keep it in place.
Leitos blinked in confusion. “Where are you going?”
“Away,” Zera said over her shoulder, not slowing. By now she was nearing the far side of the roof. In less than two heartbeats, she would be gone, bounding across to another rooftop.
“But—” Leitos began, scrambling to his feet.
Zera stormed back. “But nothing, boy. There is no place for weakness and self-pity in this world. You die or you survive. Life under the rule of the Faceless One is struggle and pain and sorrow. If you are favored by the gods, you may enjoy a rare and fleeting moment of joy. Lying down, surrendering, leads to death. Slow or fast it may come, but it is death all the same. Decide, here and now, if you want to fight and live, or quit and perish. Decide, Leitos, because there are many others who would chance all the remaining moments of their lives for the opportunity you have been given.”
“I will go with you,” Leitos muttered, his face hot with shame.
“Convince me,” Zera commanded. “Prove to me that I should squander any more of my precious time helping you.”
How can I? Leitos thought, fighting the urge to cringe away from her authority, much the same as he had cowered before the slavemasters the whole of his life. Since fleeing the mines, he had made many vows to himself and the ghost of his grandfather. Those promises had sustained him, pressed him forward, but only because of the guilt he had felt at not holding to his oaths. Not once had he moved forward without the goads of fear and remorse to drive him. He had not grown strong, as Adham had urged, and certainly he had not grown cruel enough to stand and fight against the Alon’mahk’lar, let alone the Faceless One. Ever had he run like a timid mouse, scurrying from cover to cover, shadow to shadow, telling himself that he was planning, making ready, when in truth all he had been doing was delaying taking upon his shoulders the mantle of his own survival. To continue that path meant he would never avenge his people, never gain freedom, never grow into the man his grandfather had believed he could become.
While he sensed no single act could convince Zera to aid him further, Leitos understood well enough that he must step onto the road of his choosing, and tread that path until it lead to success or failure. In the end, it meant he could never halt. Perhaps he would fail—in all truth, the chance of his triumph was and had always been slim—but he must press on. As Zera had said, to lie down and quit was to die. And going forward, at this moment, meant only one thing.
Leitos set off, striding out, chin tucked low. He hopped a yawning hole in the roof, flashed over a gaping crack. Every step his speed increased, and the distance to the next gulf narrowed. His heart hammered not from exertion, but from willing his fragile spirit to overcome the curse of dread and subservience forced upon all slaves.
Arms and legs slashing the cool night air, he fought against intangible chains, sought to break bonds stronger than iron. He might die in the next breath … or he might survive. And was that not the thing he feared most—living, struggling onward into a misty future filled with unknown troubles?
The gap loomed, a black gulf that plunged as deep as his doubts. Leitos raised his head, the wind of his passage sweeping back the hair from his brow. It filled his ears with a rush, and below that came the distant cries of the hunting Alon’mahk’lar. He leaped, pushing off with all his strength; he soared, cumbersome but aloft.
When he landed, his weight folded his outstretched leg, and he fell in a sliding, bouncing tumble. There came no flash of revelation in the leap, no inner voice commended his triumph, there was not even time to contemplate what he had done.
By the time he gathered his wits, Zera was there, pulling him to his feet. They made several more jumps in quick succession, until they had gone as far as they could.
Zera hunkered down, gazing into the depths of a wide breach created by a crossing street. Nothing stirred, but the calls of the beasts that hunted them sounded nearer.
“They have found our scent,” she announced. “We have time only until they reach the first rooftop. After that, they will be upon us.”
Leitos did not need her to explain the ease and speed with which the loathsome creatures would follow. He scanned ahead, struggling to separate merged shadows, until he found what had to be the southernmost portion of the city wall. It was not very far now.
“We must go down.”
Zera searched around. “There,” she said with a measure of relief, and strode to a pair of thick vertical rails joined by a rung, jutting a foot above the building’s rear side.
Leitos gave the ladder a critical appraisal, then made to climb onto the uppermost rung. Zera stopped him.
“Due caution does not make you a coward,” she said gently, and eased him aside.
Taking the vertical rails in hand, she heaved against them. Heavily rusted cleats affixed to the building held them in place. The ladder rattled, but seemed sound. Next she tested her weight on the top three rungs. They creaked, but held.
“This will not hold us both at the same time,” Zera warned. “Come at my signal.” Then she was gone.
Leitos leaned over to watch her descend. The cleats groaned in their settings, and a rung gave way with a dusty crunch, momentarily leaving Zera dangling by one hand.
“Hold on!” Leitos hissed.
“I’m fine,” she answered, regaining a secure hold. She scrambled farther down and jumped clear. With her back pressed against the building, she looked first one way then the other, head cocked to catch the slightest sound. Only then did she motion him to follow.
He mounted the ladder, and in doing so caught sight of a pack of Alon’mahk’lar on the first rooftop. They gathered too far away to make out individual characteristics, but without question they sought the scent of their prey. Suddenly one of the beasts raised its muzzle skyward, baying. The others turned, silvery eyes glimmering like dull stars. As Leitos started down, the first one bounded across to the next rooftop.
Leitos flew down the ladder. Splinters gouged his palms, rungs cracked, and the by the time he was halfway to Zera, several cleats had given way. The ladder’s upper length sprang loose from the wall, swaying like a tree caught in a high wind. A loud popping noise heralded the ladder’s demise, and while still ten feet up, Leitos flung himself clear, landing with a pained grunt. The ruined ladder crashed down around him and burst into a cloud of dust and bits of flying wood.
“Time to run,” Zera said, again with that disturbing, overeager light in her eyes.
Leitos did not wait for her to take the first step.



Chapter 17
 
   The road out of the bone-town rose steep and winding for a mile or more, then crested a hilly plateau home only to rock, stiff thorn bushes, and sand. The familiar barrenness could not temper Leitos’s joy at escaping, but Zera’s words did.
“They follow,” she said in grim tones, head cocked in a listening posture. Leitos heard only the wind rattling through the nearby brush, the gentle hiss of sand swirling against itself. Nevertheless, he believed her. Not only could she see well in darkness, she also seemed to hear better than anyone he had ever known.
“I can still run,” he said, but worried about how long he could continue. As far as he could tell, Zera suffered no ill-effects from the chase.
They set out at a brisker pace than before. The road carried them south over low hills, and brought them to a wall of overhanging cliffs. The roadway passed through a narrow gorge. In the night it had the aspect of a bottomless chasm opening onto Geh’shinnom’atar itself. Leitos peered into that darkness. What waits down there?
“Maybe we can go around,” Leitos suggested.
Zera disagreed. “The cliffs are high and wide. We will make our stand here. Rather, I will make a stand. You continue on until I catch up. This is no fight for you.” Not a hint of doubt or fear lived in her voice.
“You cannot face these things alone. I can fight,” he added, unwilling to leave her behind. He was no warrior, but he was done bowing to the fear in his breast. If their fate was to face the enemy and perish, at least he would go to his grave with a clear conscience.
“Do not be a fool,” Zera chided gently. “If I must defend you and myself, at the same time, we will both die. Go, now, before it is too late. Run and do not halt ... no matter what you hear.” It was not an invitation, or a plea, but a command.
Leitos looked back along the road they had run, its length indistinguishable from the rest of the landscape after a few paces. He could now make out the braying calls of the Alon’mahk’lar.
His lips parted to protest, but Zera held up a hand. “Go, Leitos,” she ordered, a lithe silhouette, sword bared, framed by an aura of night and stars. “Go, and do not look back!”
Leitos ran just far enough to escape Zera’s exceptional sight and hearing. Lost in the gorge’s deep shadows, he slowed to a halt. Where the racket of the Alon’mahk’lar had grown louder the closer they came, now an abrupt silence held sway. Unnatural, oppressive, full of dire portent, it seemed to smother the land.
He drew his knife and headed into the litter of boulders beneath the gorge’s towering walls. He lost himself amid the fallen slabs, creeping and climbing his way back toward Zera.
A shriek, inhuman and swollen with fury, ripped apart the tense stillness, reverberated back through the gorge, crashing over Leitos. He froze. Gods good and wise, what creature could have made such a cry? Zera could not face such a terror alone.
He scrabbled over the boulders, flung himself from one to another, bruising and scraping his flesh in his haste. He had made it most of the way back when he drew up short, perched atop a massive stone block.
Distorted shapes leaped and careened in a maddened frenzy at the feet of a towering, winged creature of swirling mists. Even as he watched, the thing changed, grew larger, humped of back, thick of limb. It lashed out at its foes, and howls of pain followed. The winged creature swept a knotted arm at an attacking Alon’mahk’lar, colliding with the sound of snapping bones. It sprawled in motionless silence. Another Alon’mahk’lar fared worse, seemingly torn in half amid a shower of vile blood. Instead of giving pause, the sudden destruction riled the attackers to greater frenzy.
They have turned on each other, Leitos thought, momentarily pleased, until he remembered that Zera was caught in that madness!
He slithered down the rock and dashed toward the enemy, knife held before him as though it were a weapon of mystic lethality. As he reached the edge of the fray a great, yielding mass buffeted him to one side with a leathery slap. He tumbled over sand and jutting rocks, and fetched up against a thorny bush.
“Run!” Zera cried from very near the winged creature, her voice throaty and strained from the labors of battle. Head spinning, Leitos bounced unsteadily to his feet.
“Damn your foolish hide, flee!” Zera commanded, sounding nearer. Then he saw her, just a hazed shape amid the swirling mists of the winged creature. Her sword slashed and stabbed, a fury of motion driving back the Alon’mahk’lar. As soon as he saw her, she was lost from sight, and the winged creature screamed into the face of the night. As that eye-watering cry raced over the desert, Leitos heard Zera once more. “LEAVE!”
His feet carried him away before he registered that they had turned. His shoulders hunched defensively, as another of those shrieks rose above the din and cascaded into the black depths of the gorge.
The road dropped precipitously, and the raging tumult lost much of its ferocity, sounding as if it were far above him. Leitos ran on, his treacherous heart pumping the searing poison of shame through his veins. It did not matter that he could not have done anything, save get himself killed. What did matter was that he had left Zera behind, abandoned her to a fate worse than death. She had commanded him, but in this instance obedience was unforgivable. Just as he was about to turn, a prolonged keening wail, no more human than any of the other sounds he had heard this night, pushed him onward.
After another mile, Leitos’s legs gave out, dropping him to the roadway. He lay curled in the dust, taking bitter solace from the blanket of darkness covering him. He wished the night was a black sea, churned by impartial tides that would sweep him away … away from all regret and fury and trouble.
Zera’s words came to him then. “There is no place for weakness and self-pity in this world. You die or you survive. Life under the rule the Faceless One is struggle and pain and sorrow. If you are favored by the Silent God, you may enjoy a rare and fleeting moment of joy. Lying down, surrendering, leads to death—slow or fast it may come, but it is death all the same…. Decide, Leitos, because there are many others who would chance all the remaining moments of their lives for the opportunity you have been given.”
Of the beautiful Hunter, he was certain she had given her life for him, as had Adham. He owed them more than surrender.
“Get up,” he commanded himself. He shoved his hands under his chest and pushed up, struggling through the oppressive weight of the night, and all the troubles it had brought him.
He stood in the middle of a forgotten road that led north to a forgotten city, and south to a haven of the Alon’mahk’lar. Unless some living horror came out of the north, he committed himself to wait until dawn for Zera’s unlikely return. After that, he would proceed to Zuladah, using the denizens of that city to confuse his trail for those who hunted him, be they men or Sons of the Fallen….
At a rattle of stone, Leitos whirled, ready to defend himself. Zera came into view, looking none the worse for wear.
“You are alive?” Leitos said in a breathless murmur.
“You expected otherwise?” she replied.
“I—I,” Leitos sputtered. Then burst out, “How? There were so many … and the one, it … it—”
“It died like the rest,” Zera said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Swords kill, when wielded properly.”
“But how?” Leitos persisted. He had fled knowing she would die, yet here she stood.
Zera sighed heavily. “Anything that has blood in its veins can lose that blood, if the proper means are used.” She frowned then. “Of course, had you heeded me, I would have dispatched those demon-spawn all the sooner. You and I need to talk about your failure to obey orders.”
“I did not want leave you,” Leitos said.
“Since things turned out well, I suppose you can be forgiven.” She offered him a smile that blurred the recurring images of the battle in his mind. “Come, we have many leagues to go before we can take a proper rest.”
Leitos stifled a groan, but knew they could not stay put. She had destroyed a number of Alon’mahk’lar, but more could come. Running was out of the question for Leitos, so they ambled along. Inside Leitos’s exhausted mind, he saw again that last battle, wondering how any one human could harbor the deadly skill needed to best such a dread host. In the end he decided it was a blessing beyond measure that Zera was a friend and not a foe.



Chapter 18
 
   Morning found Leitos bleary-eyed and hungry. Zera directed him off the road and into the waiting desert. She followed, carefully obscuring their tracks. After a hundred paces, she announced that would have to do, and brought them to a hill comprised of rounded boulders that might have once been part of the large pillar of stone rising from their center. Similar formations jutted all around, making it anonymous.
“We will rest here for the day, and travel again tonight,” she said, circling around to the far side of the outcrop, and coming to a tiny opening. “We should reach Zuladah just after dawn.”
Zera took up an old dry stick, and used it to poke at the shadows beyond the opening under the boulders. Leitos recalled his first day away from the mines, and the snake he had killed and eaten, before stealing its shelter. He hoped that if Zera found a serpent, she did not want to eat it. He would, if he had to, but would rather have more of the dried meat she carried, along with a hunk of bread. Thinking on that, he almost laughed at his choosiness, after a lifetime spent eating thin porridge and the occasional beetle.
Still probing under the boulder, Zera dropped down and disappeared into the opening. Leitos waited until she called for him to follow, then crawled after her, careful to hide their tracks at her direction.
After a making his way on hands and knees for several paces, he came to a set of steep, narrow stairs leading down.
“Hurry,” Zera urged from farther down, bringing out her tiny firemoss sphere. “I’m starving, and filthy besides.”
Leitos descended the ladderlike stairs cut into the rock. Straight away he caught the scent of clean dampness on the air. They still had plenty of water, but after sloshing in a goat skin for any amount of time, it tasted of wet hide. The idea of having fresh water sent him rushing downward until he reached a sandy-floored cavern.
Leitos moved next to Zera, who was kneeling at the edge of a large pool. She had placed the small firemoss lamp in the crotch of a tripod made by strapping three sticks together near their tops, and splaying the legs. Its presence told him this was not her first time here.
The pool, a deep turquoise blue fading to black deeper down, dominated two-thirds of the rocky hollow. Sacks of what Leitos guessed were provisions rested against the base of one upward curving wall. The opposite wall loomed over a crude cot made from more sticks lashed together. Between the two sat a stone fire ring, a pile of twigs, and dried flakes of dung. Points of light pierced the vaulted ceiling, and Leitos reasoned that was how smoke from a fire escaped, filtering through those small holes and cracks, and dissipating before it drifted aboveground.
“It has little enough of comforts,” Zera said, dipping a cupped hand into the pool, “but it is adequate.”
To Leitos, it seemed a perfect sanctuary, save for one thing. “If someone blocks the entrance, how do we get out?”
Zera sipped water from her hand, then nodded approvingly. “Guarding your trust and finding an escape route are the best ways to stay alive and whole.” Leitos flushed at her praise. If Zera noticed his embarrassment, she did not let on.
“If it comes to leaving here undetected,” she said, pointing to the far side of the pool, “swim to the wall, then dive deep and—” She cut off. “Better that I show you, rather than try to explain.” With that, she began undressing.
Leitos’s mouth worked around dumbfounded silence. Just as she cocked her head in his direction, he whirled around. “I do not need to see it,” he blurted in a choked voice.
“Of course you do,” Zera said.
Quiet hung between them, growing more uncomfortable the longer it lasted, at least to him.
“Do you mean to swim with your clothes on?” she said after a time, her voice husky with what Leitos guessed was suppressed laughter.
He turned slowly, and his averted eyes involuntarily climbed from her toes to her legs, past her smooth belly, and finally came to rest on her face. He had expected her to be naked, and she was, save for a loincloth and a narrow band of cloth wrapped around her breasts. In the firemoss’ amber light, her skin glowed; her hands, neck, and face made a few shades darker from the sun.
Despite himself, what he noticed most were her wounds. Bruises, scrapes, cuts, and old scars mapped a tapestry of past battles over her skin. They did not detract from her beauty—he had spent his entire life seeing scars on the men of the mines—but it pained him to consider her suffering so.
“I suppose not,” he answered belatedly, shucking Pathil’s cloak. Next, he pulled off the itchy tunic the Hunter had given him. Though he had spent almost his entire life clad so, he felt self-conscious in just his skin and a loincloth.
“Can you swim?” Zera asked.
“A little,” he admitted, then told how he had collected waterbugs and fish on his little river island. He omitted how the flood had swept him downstream, and how if it had not been for Sandros snatching him from the river, he surely would have drowned.
“You ate bugs?” Zera said, wrinkling her nose in playful distaste.
Without waiting for a response, she spun on her heel. Too late Leitos looked away from the rounded, curving flesh of her backside, a sight that burned into his mind, left his mouth dry and his heart stuttering. She hit the surface like a well-thrown blade, barely disturbing the pool.
Leitos jumped in feet first. He popped up, breathless from the unexpected cold. Where she swam effortlessly to the stone wall, Leitos paddled awkwardly.
“This wall is the foot of the pillar you saw outside,” Zera said. “A little way down, there is an opening. Follow it a short way, then swim toward the light.” Leitos, doing all he could not to inhale water, simply nodded. She offered a slow, coy smile, then looked down. “Follow me.” In a graceful movement, her head and feet reversed themselves and she was gone.
Leitos floated amid rising bubbles, took a deep breath, then imitated her dive. Once underwater, he swept his arms back and kicked, the movement unpracticed, but familiar enough to give him confidence.
Darkness fell over him quickly. He kept kicking and reached out with one hand to touch the smooth stone wall. As Zera had promised, an opening presented itself. He swam into it, uncomfortably aware that it was akin to swimming into a yawning mouth. Just as his lungs began to ache for want of a fresh breath, he noticed a hazy glow ahead. He kicked harder, suddenly sure the immense weight of the pillar above him had waited eons for this exact moment to crumble—
He broke the surface before panic set in, and splashed to the edge of the second pool. This one was much smaller than the first, as was the cavern under which it hid itself. A lone shaft of sunlight sliced through the darkness from on high, lighting swirling motes of dust in a golden, enchanted glow. Leitos swam to a thin crescent of sand, climbed out of the water on his hands and knees, then rolled to his back, relishing each breath. The air was warmer in this cavern, and fresher.
“To escape, should the need ever arise,” Zera said, kneeling off to one side, “pass into the darkness just below the opening above. There is a fissure there, almost too narrow for even me, that leads out a little over a mile to the west. The way is dank, close, and blacker than any night. Once in, you cannot turn around. I took that way … once. Wriggling along like a blind worm, that single mile took a day and a night to travel.”
Between imagining what such a journey must have been like, and guessing that the need would have to be great indeed to prompt him to take it, Leitos’s eyes drifted shut. When they opened again, the light had changed from golden to ruddy.
“You have been asleep for hours,” Zera said, smiling. She was sitting cross-legged, idly tracing a finger through the sand.
“And you?” Leitos asked groggily.
“I took what rest I needed,” Zera answered, leaving Leitos to wonder if she had slept at all.
“And now we must swim back,” Leitos said, cringing at the memory of the cold water and the dark, breathless passage under the pillar.
“No point waiting,” Zera said with a playful grin.
She hopped to her feet, strode near, and leaned down. Her hair, hanging loose, tickled his nose. Her nearness set his heart to racing, but before he could do anything about it one way or another, she caught him under the arms, lifted him as easily as if he were a babe, and tossed him, squawking, into the pool.
Having made the trip once, the return swim was not nearly as terrifying as before. He popped up at the same time as Zera and paddled quickly, wanting to beat her to dry land. Zera, sensing what he was about, stroked smoothly to the lip of the pool, getting there just ahead of him. As with all she did, she climbed out of the pool with a uncanny grace, then stood waiting for him, water sluicing over her skin.
Mildly disgruntled, Leitos glanced at her hand held out to help him up. With a conceding nod, he took her hand. Before she could settle her feet, he abruptly jerked backward. Startled, Zera yelped as she flew over his head. Even before the echoing sound of her splash fled the rocky chamber, Leitos hurled himself up and out of the water. He was sitting calmly, as if he had been waiting there for hours, when Zera’s head crested the surface.
Treading water, she gazed at him. The inner light of her eyes danced with some emotion he did not recognize. It scared him a little, that strange fire, so unlike anything he had ever seen, and all the more because of what that radiance hid from him. What is she thinking? he thought, skin prickling.
He barely managed to keep his expression serene, but his heart had tripped into a faster beat. He scooted back when she climbed slowly out of the water, her stare unwavering. She crawled to him faster than he could retreat, the supple muscles of her arms and shoulders flexing and relaxing with every movement.
With a sudden blur of speed she was on him, a breathtaking hunter, him the hapless prey. She loomed, her face inches from his. Her lips stretched, and for a moment gleaming white teeth and twin portals of a green inferno filled his vision.
She abruptly caught the back of his head and drew him close. “Before we sup,” she growled playfully, “I must tend your wounds.”
“W-what?” Leitos rasped, his wounds that last thing on his mind.
“Your hand,” Zera said, sitting back on her heels. One moment she was there, so close his skin still held the memory of her faint heat; the next she had moved away, leaving him with a disturbing sense of loss. Her gaze flickered to his hand.
Leitos blinked rapidly, trying to understand what had just happened. To keep Zera from seeing the confusion in his eyes, he looked down at his hand, the same he had slashed while retrieving his knife when fighting the Alon’mahk’lar. He had forgotten about cutting himself, and during the night the wounds had clotted. Swimming and climbing in and out of the pool had reopened the cuts. Blood, a scrawl of thin reddish ink, stained the pale skin of his palm.
He was still looking at his wounds when Zera moved closer, until their knees touched. Stricken by conflicting thoughts—Is she playing some perverse game? Am I a gullible, self-deceiving fool?—he had not noticed that she had gotten up and returned with supplies. He looked into her face, then quickly away, resolving not to let her ensnare him again by whatever baffling charms she had used before.
Without speaking, she used a rounded wooden rod to grind together a mixture of dried leaves and water in a stone bowl. Once finished, she dipped her fingers into the thick, foul-smelling paste, then daubed a layer on his wounds. Finally, she bandaged his hand with a scrap of faded brown linen. Through it all, her touch was delicate and sure, suggesting she had done the same for others, even herself, many times before.
When at last she glanced up, she did so with a contriteness that troubled Leitos. Hers was not a face made for regrets. “I am sorry I toyed with you,” she said in a rush. Leitos felt a flash of vindication, then tamped it down. He did not want to revel in her apparent shame. She went on.
“A Hunter uses learned skills, but more importantly they employ inborn talents to manipulate their targets. Some of those traits are crude weapons—like Sandros with his great size and fierceness—while others are subtle, and the more deadly for it.”
“Like your beauty,” Leitos said, not thinking about the words until after they had passed his lips. His face flamed.
“Just so,” Zera agreed, flashing a brief smile that was both shy and pained. “I … I would not have—should not have—tempted you so. You and I are friends, and a friend cannot be a target.” Zera hung her head, looking like a vulnerable girl. “It’s just that … well … I have never failed to entice a man to desire, even when I do not try. But you … you seemed not to notice me as … as a woman.”
For a moment Leitos was stunned, his mouth hanging, then he burst out laughing. “Of course I noticed you,” he said, and barely cut himself short from describing all that he had noticed, how even with his eyes closed he could see every tantalizing inch of her. Instead he repeated himself. “I noticed you. I could not have done otherwise.” Even that sounded as if it bordered on lechery rather than praise, so he shut up.
Zera sat up straighter, a serious look on her face. “Again, I am sorry. And, I promise never to attempt to seduce you in jest again.”
Leitos shrugged reflexively, but his heart fell, and he felt more confused than ever.
“After our supper, you can sleep on the cot,” she said, the Hunter once more. “I have rested enough, so I will keep watch.”
As she spoke, she retrieved her garments and hastily drew them on. “We have only a few more hours before we must depart, and a night of hard travel after that. On the morrow, we will reach Zuladah.”



Chapter 19
 
   As the sun rose over Zuladah, Leitos and Zera strode amid an ever-increasing throng of crofters and craftsmen. Trapped in a shallow valley, cloaked in a haze of dust kicked up by its denizens, the city emerged like a wraith escaping a reddish-gold mist. Leitos’s exhaustion evaporated at seeing their destination, so like the bone-towns in construction, but different in that it teemed with life—human life.
Men with sons, women with daughters and suckling babes, all walked at a slow pace. Others utilized burros, oxen, goats, or their own scrawny backs and legs to draw rickety carts stacked with assorted goods.
“All that the city needs, and that which the Faceless One demands in duties, comes by this road,” Zera said. “As well, fishmongers come from the south,” she added, raising a finger to direct his gaze, “from the Sea of Sha’uul.”
His breath caught when he realized that the sunlight glinting in the distance did so off a body of water stretching as far as he could see to the east, and just as far to the west. He knew of seas from his grandfather, namely the Sea of Drakarra, but hearing about so much water and seeing it with your own eyes was another matter entirely. I can even smell it, he thought, understanding now what unfamiliar scent had been tickling his nose half the night.
His wonder ceased when they passed by a trio made up of a man, woman, and boy shambling along at a slower pace than the rest. The man used a switch to goad a slat-ribbed ox hauling a flatbed cart with wobbly, much-mended wheels. The bed bore rows upon rows of carefully stacked pottery. Though young, the man and woman both had stooped backs and cracked, dry hands that looked like they belonged to people much older. This last, Leitos supposed, came from working clay into vessels.
The small family gazed ahead with hollow, hungry eyes, looking neither left nor right. Alerted to their misery, Leitos saw the same wherever he looked. Every face was gaunt. Their skin clung tight against underlying bones. None of them look any different than the men of the mines. He had believed the unchained would be more vital and hale. Instead, all looked a short pace from their own graves.
The road to Zuladah dropped off the gently sloping edge of a long plateau, and Leitos soon lost sight of the distant sea. He wished it were otherwise. Seeing so much water had brought to mind the stories his grandfather had told about the voyage across the Sea of Drakarra, enlivened some slumbering part of him to the idea of sailing those seas. There would be a freedom upon those waters, he felt sure, a means of escape unmatched by leagues of desert or even towering mountains.
Furtive movement drew his eye to a hooded fellow off to one side. He was walking the same as the others, weary and stooped, but he kept darting glances at Zera. In the shadows of his hood, Leitos made out wide fearful eyes and trembling lips. The man saw Leitos looking and ducked his head. One skeletal hand hurriedly drew his hood farther forward, obscuring his face. Leitos’s concern grew to alarm when he noticed that many people were looking at Zera that way, with a mingling of fear and unbridled hatred.
Before he could speak, Zera said, “Ignore them. If they ever got it into their minds to attack all at once, they might prove dangerous. But they never will, for fear of what would happen to them for assaulting an agent of the Faceless One.”
“They can tell … just by looking at you?” Leitos asked.
“Can you not?” Zera asked, one eyebrow arched.
Leitos allowed that he could see the difference. From the way she walked with head held high, back firm and strong and straight, and the grace of her movements, there was nothing about her that did not shout to even the casual observer that she was not subject to the same bitter, scratching existence as the others. Authority and strength wafted off her person.
“They fear me more than they do the Alon’mahk’lar,” she said—sadly, Leitos thought. “They are right to do so. I am the Hunter, and on a whim any one of them, at any time, could become the prey. Such is another means by which the Faceless One rules effectively. A natural and shared abhorrence for the Alon’mahk’lar could lead to a focused rebellion, but the Faceless One has employed humans to stand above their fellows to enforce his edicts, ensuring humans harbor a strong mistrust for their own kind. Divided so, they are weak.”
Leitos remembered Sandros’s tale about his mother’s betrayal, how she had willingly murdered his father, and then sent him away with the Alon’mahk’lar. When you could not trust even your kin, an uprising could never happen. Not for the first time, he wondered how the Faceless One’s rule could ever be toppled.
For a time they walked in the silence of the road. While there was plenty of noise from ungreased axles, wheels grating over ancient paving stones, from hundreds of sandaled and bare feet scuffling through dust and sand, no one spoke. All that changed as they neared the city gates, standing open for the incoming tide of humanity.
At first Leitos only detected a monotonous mumbling. Then he deciphered the words, spoken in a low chanting.
From the darkness between the stars,
Came He, the Lord of Light,
To deliver peace and safety upon all lands.
Praise the Faceless One,
He who suffers the unworthy.
Praise the Faceless One,
He who blesses the contemptible.
Bow to His wisdom,
Bow to His righteous judgment.
Praise be to the Merciful One,
Praise be to the Lord of Light and Shadow.
Leitos’s skin crawled as the tuneless paean washed over him, repeated again and again by cracked lips and parched tongues. While no fervor flowed amongst the words, neither did any hint of resistance or doubt. To his mind, had these people been properly fed, they would have shouted the words, sung them out with zeal. And in years past, maybe they had.
Before reaching the main gates, Zera veered off to one side and addressed a tall, rawboned solider clad in voluminous trousers the color of sand, and a boiled leather breastplate bearing no insignia or mark of any sort. His arms flexed as he slanted his long spear across his chest. Like his brothers-in-arms, he was better fed than the common rabble, though just. Eyes black and stern, he peered at the two of them from an open-faced leather helm snugged tight to his skull.
Leitos thought trouble was coming, but the man simply inclined his head at Zera’s softly spoken words and said, “You and your prisoner may pass, Hunter.” He opened a small wooden door set in the wall, stood aside as they strode through, then closed the door behind them.
Past the small gate they again joined the steady trickle of incoming traders and crofters heading down a main thoroughfare that stretched ahead, arrow-straight. A young boy with a harried expression sprinted by, heading for the gatehouse. Leitos thought nothing of it, captivated as he was by the press of folk around him. They had not gone a hundred paces when a roared command drew up short those closest to hand.
“You there, potter, halt. Halt, damn you!”
Anyone with more than three ranks of people between them and the gates bustled ahead a little quicker. Everyone else froze in place. Zera kept on, Leitos at her side, craning his neck to see what was amiss.
A pair of guards marched briskly to the potter’s cart that Leitos had noted earlier. The man stood a little apart from his small family, as if in an attempt to draw the guards’ eyes from his wife and son.
“The king has sent word that he has a need for wares such as yours,” said the guard in command, fingering an ewer at the end of the cart.
At the door of the gatehouse, bent double with his hands on his knees and gasping for breath, waited the runner Leitos had seen. He had no preconceived expectations of what a king’s runner would look like, but the child seemed ill-suited and poorly clad to be a messenger of any highborn.
“Of course,” the potter mumbled, bobbing his head in acceptance. “But these vessels are poorly made, meant for trade amongst the lowborn, unfit for the king.”
The guard was unrelenting. “The lot of it.”
The potter’s placid gaze blossomed with alarm. “All of it?” he breathed. “If you take it all … I cannot trade for food, for cloth, for clay to make new pottery. You have already taken the required obligation, and more.”
Leitos halted. Weighing what he saw now and what he had noticed earlier, he judged that the cart bore far less than half the load it had earlier.
“Please,” the potter begged, “find another to fulfill the king’s need. When I return, I will bring more pots and pitchers, crocks and bowls, all finely made, a proper tribute to the king.”
“The lot,” the guard repeated. His eyes then fell to the ox. “And the beast, too. The king is feasting his court this night, and has need of meat.”
Desperation flooded the potter’s eyes. “This wretched creature is no fit fare for the king,” he babbled, running his boney hands over the beast’s even bonier flank. “If you take it, I cannot draw my cart … and if not that, I cannot meet the king’s required obligations.”
The guard struck the man a backhand blow, knocking him into the dust. A collective, fearful murmur went up amongst the crowd. Once curious eyes turned inward, and people began shuffling hurriedly away, as if afraid that what was befalling the potter was a catching sickness.
Lolling in the street, the potter groaned. The blow had smashed his lips, crushed his nose, and blood dribbled from both. Indifferent to the man’s suffering, the guard cast a leering grin at the potter’s wife and son. “Take them, as well,” he ordered his fellow. “The king can fatten them both … and use them as he will.”
The woman wrapped protective arms around her son, drawing him close, even as she backed away from the advancing guard. She made a sound then, a strange mewling, whimpery noise that caused a sickening wave of anger and disbelief to rush through Leitos.
“Come,” Zera said, drawing him away. “All belongs to the king, and what is the king’s belongs to the Faceless One.”
“Is there nothing that can be done?”
“Indeed,” Zera answered. “The better question is would it be worthwhile to die by halting one small trouble of many hundreds in a given day?”
“She needs help,” Leitos insisted, pulling away from Zera.
“Perhaps one day you can help, if you still have the mind and will to do so—but not this day.”
Leitos flinched when the woman began screaming, a high crystalline wail that sliced to his soul. He was turning back when Zera wrenched him around.
“Keep your fool head down,” she said in an icy, uncompromising voice. “There are greater troubles in this land than that of one idiot’s wife and their wretched get. He should have let the guards have what they would, without a contrary word. Now he has lost what little he was allowed to have. Short days from now, even his life will be taken from him.”
Leitos went along, unable to do otherwise with Zera’s grip threatening to pop his head from his neck. Behind them the woman’s screams ceased with a finality that brought to mind images of a sudden and violent end. Leitos thought he might vomit, but managed to quell the urge. The throng of people behaved as if they had neither heard nor seen anything out of the ordinary.
And, of course, they did not, Leitos thought darkly. To them such screams, such groundless outrages against their fellows, must be commonplace to the point of acceptance.
“How can people live like this?” he demanded. “How can they tolerate such injustice?”
Zera looked askance at him, as if to confirm to herself that he would not do anything foolish, then released his neck. “They do not know or expect anything else. This way of life is all they have ever known.” And so it is with slaves, Leitos thought.
They went deeper into the city. The life he had believed he would see was no life at all. Rather it was a twisted, accursed form of living death. Listless trading went on everywhere: grain for stunted vegetables, vegetables for tiny loaves of hard bread, bread for wedges of moldy cheese, cheese for coarse cloth. Goods of every sort were bartered, but at the end of it no one seemed better off for what little they had gained. Having food this day meant going hungry on the morrow, when food would be needed to trade for some other necessity.
King’s guards strode every street ahead of high-wheeled wagons. With a word and a cuff to the head, they took additional obligations in the name of the king, and tossed them into the wagons.
“What can one man do with all that,” Leitos asked.
“King Rothran is little more than a provincial gaoler of Zuladah and its nearby territories, which in turn is but a parcel of land that serves as an open prison in this region of Geldain. There are many such kings of the same purpose across this and all lands. They are men chosen by the Alon’mahk’lar hierarchy to serve as the human representative of the Faceless One.”
She stepped into a crowded alley reeking of excrement, urine, and sweat. “As to what is done with all the obligations,” Zera went on, “King Rothran makes a fine show of squandering them for his Alon’mahk’lar masters, while at the same time secretly hoarding much wealth.”
“Why hide anything?” Leitos asked.
“Humans are forbidden to amass wealth or goods—this keeps them weak, and ensures that they can never have the means to mount a rebellion—not that Rothran would ever risk his position by staging a revolt.
“At the behest of his Alon’mahk’lar minders, Rothran provides feasts and entertainment behind the high walls of the palace. Alon’mahk’lar are the true authority here, yet they are rarely seen. Again, this is to keep humans eyes on the wrong enemy—Rothran and each other.”
“Is he an enemy?” Leitos asked.
“Yes,” Zera answered, cleaving through the press to come out on another crowded, dust-hazed street. She looked one way then another, and moved off to the south. “Not all kings are willing foes to their own kind, but Rothran takes pleasure in proving he is on the side of the Faceless One.”
“And what does he gain?” Leitos asked.
Zera ducked into the shadow of a building, pulling Leitos close. “Besides a pampered existence, he gains purpose denied the common rabble,” she said quietly. “Every day he rises for a single purpose: to serve the Faceless One.”
“And these others?” Leitos asked, watching a woman draped in colorful rags saunter from the doorway of a building across the street. She was more bone than enticing flesh, but she pressed herself against a passing guard. After fondling her a moment, he shoved her away with a lewd comment and a slap to her bony rump. Undeterred, the woman moved to another guard. “What keeps them from giving up all hope?”
Even as she answered he knew the truth, for he had lived it. “As I said before, this life is what they have, it is who they are. For most, even a worthless existence is not so easily abandoned for the cold emptiness of the grave.”
“I … I want more than this,” Leitos muttered.
Zera grinned without humor. “I should hope so. If not, then I have wasted my time dragging your scrawny shanks across the desert and through Mahk’lar-ridden bone-towns, ever just a few steps ahead of Sandros and Pathil.”
The way she mentioned the Hunters caught his attention. “Have you seen them?”
“Did you think I took us down that last alley because I enjoyed the stench?” Leitos shrugged uncomfortably at her waspish response. Zera’s hard expression relaxed. “Forgive me.”
“There is nothing to forgive,” Leitos said, meaning every word. “I should have been paying closer attention—I have travelled with Hunters long enough to know better than to let anything pass unnoticed.”
Zera gripped his shoulder to show her approval. “As to my counterparts,” she went on, “I noticed Sandros just after we passed through the city gate. Had it not been for that potter and his family, Sandros would have seen us.”
“He told me once that he could smell fear,” Leitos offered, making light of it.
“Sandros can,” Zera assured him gravely. “That is precisely why I trudged through privy-leavings and gods know what else—to make sure he loses our scent. As to Pathil, his skills favor shadow and night. Best not to let either of them catch us unawares.”
“What will we do?” Leitos asked, the city abruptly seeming far more dangerous. “Where will we go?”
“I know of a place.”
Zera said little else as they moved through the city’s warren of streets. She walked differently than before, her back bent, shoulders drooping, as if all the weight of the world were bearing her down. Leitos mimicked her movements.
Hours passed, and Zera never slowed. It took almost that long for Leitos to recognize they often crossed streets they had been on before, and a little longer still to understand that she was mingling their scent in a confusing pattern all over the city. It chilled him to think that a man such as Sandros—or any man, for that matter—could track a scent as would a jackal or a vulture.
Zera finally paused before a gray-bearded man pushing a cart bearing a large clay cistern, its rounded sides damp with condensation. His eyes, filmed in white, stared at nothing while he sniffed at a pair of dried red leaves Zera held in her hand.
“A dozen leaves for two dippers of water,” the wizened fellow said.
“Has swatarin become so commonplace as that?” Zera questioned. “For a dozen leaves, you have enough water to fill our waterskins to brimming, and give over that loaf of bread you have tucked away.”
The old man grumped and huffed, cried that if he had to give up his bread he would likely die before he could put the swatarin to proper use, but it was all for show. Even as he prattled on about how Zera was cheating him, he was dipping water into the skins, never spilling a drop despite his blindness.
When finished, he held out his hand for the swatarin. Zera countered with a demand for the bread. In the end, they settled by exchanging one for the other at the same time. Leitos noticed that Zera secretly added two additional leaves into the old man’s stack. As he tooled his cart away, using a gnarled thumb to recount the leaves held in his palm, he discovered the extras and hooted in delight, then fell silent. Shoulders hunched, he hurried away, losing himself in the crowd.
Zera chuckled to herself, tore off a chunk of bread for her and Leitos, and began moving off in a new direction.
“What is so special about swatarin leaves,” Leitos asked around a mouthful of bread. He had heard that name before, but it held no meaning to him.
“A little swatarin, taken in tea or with wine, eases aches and pains of every sort. It is as valuable, or more, as firemoss.”
Leitos asked what seemed an obvious question. “If a little does that, what does a lot do?”
“In quantity,” Zera said, nibbling her bread, eyes roving, “swatarin brings terrible visions, some say of the Thousand Hells and of demons. Before the Upheaval, the Madi’yin priesthood—or begging brothers—were said to indulge in the darker nature of swatarin, hoping to gain secret knowledge of the future.”
“Did they find that wisdom?” Leitos asked.
Zera snorted. “Since that order died out during the Upheaval, I would say no—either that or they misinterpreted what their visions showed them.”
After leading them to a part of the city with fewer people, Zera turned down a narrow alley. Scanning the ground, she slowed halfway between the street they had left and the next one. She kicked aside a maggot-ridden heap of offal, revealing a smallish circle fashioned from rusted iron straps. Through the openings in the straps, Leitos heard a sluggish, oozing trickle of some unspeakable fluid … and squeaking, the restless voices of countless vermin.
He knew what she intended, even before she knelt down and wrenched the circle of iron clear of a recessed groove carved into the paving stones. Leitos could not hold back the revolted groan in his throat.
“This is the only way to truly throw Sandros off our trail,” she said, a faint line of consternation between her pinched brows. “As I have never made a habit of wandering sewers, it may take longer than I wish to find our way.”
Taking a seat with his feet dangling down into the hole, Leitos sighed, closed his mind to the stench and the sounds wafting up through the narrow portal, and dropped into darkness.



Chapter 20
 
   Soggy gruel roared up his spasming throat, burst past his teeth, and sprayed over the seething tangle of rats at his feet.
“Gods good and wise,” Zera growled, her face ashen, “would you please stop doing that!”
Leitos looked up, eyes burning from a stench so foul he could taste in on the air—
He doubled over, spewing. When his belly eased, he straightened, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “We need to get out of here.” For hours they had wandered in the sewers, and Zera’s earlier warning about taking longer to find their way repeated loudly in Leitos’s head.
At first the sewer grates, bright with filtered daylight, had marked out various paths. The light had gradually dimmed, then failed altogether with nightfall. If not for Zera’s firemoss lamp to light the low, narrow ways, Leitos feared he might have gone mad at the way the darkness slithered—
A plump, sable body squirmed over his feet, trailing a pinkish tail. He held still. Dancing about only drove the rats into a squealing frenzy.
“We are almost there,” Zera said with a relieved sigh. Leitos did not bother asking where there was. It did not matter to him, as long as they could escape the close confines.
True to her word, Zera scuffled through the waves of rats with an indifference he at once admired and envied, then halted below a grate. She listened a moment, carefully reached up, and pushed it aside. Next, she pulled herself up and out of the sewer.
Leitos took Zera’s waiting hands, and she hauled him out, depositing him amid a scatter of discarded crates. They hunkered in an alley. On either end, men and women moved by in the night, their demeanor different from earlier in the day. Arm in arm, swaying and singing they went, hurling jovial curses at any and all. Song and music meandered through the narrows ways, climbed the pocked walls of the buildings, mingling with boisterous laughter and ribald shouts.
Leitos would not name it merrymaking, for the noise carried upon its breath the flavor of anger. Restrained though it was, rage lurked, sought an escape. It made him wonder just how accepting people really were of the abuses heaped upon them. He sensed that one small gust might coax a guttering flame into an inferno.
“Follow me,” Zera said. “Keep your hood up, now, and say nothing.”
They had not gone far when a hulking figure rose up from the ground beside a closed door. Leitos’s heart skipped a beat, certain that all their efforts to evade Sandros had failed. But it was not the Hunter, could not be, unless he had grown.
“Stand aside,” Zera said, her sword flashing out, “or I’ll hew off your stones and feed them to you.”
The figure’s broad, flabby jaw thrust forward. “Zera? By the gods good and dead,” he rumbled, twisting the axiom with a dry chuckle. “Haven’t seen you in an age.”
Zera peered at the hulking shadow, still poised to destroy. “Lakaan? I did not recognize … are you thinner?”
“I am,” the monstrous fellow said morosely, patting the swollen bulk of his hanging belly with a huge hand. “The demand for obligations has risen again. It has gotten so a rogue must scrounge for even a bite of stale bread. And do not speak of getting ahead.”
Zera sheathed her sword. “I believe that is the point,” she laughed darkly.
“Of course,” Lakaan agreed, “but it is worse than ever. The king and his dogs now leave folk with but a tenth to trade. Suphtra, as always, takes no more than a tenth of a tenth in payment, which means I go hungry. It is … felonious,” he complained.
Zera tossed him what was left of the loaf she had bartered for earlier. Lakaan caught it, took a sniff, then stuffed what was easily half of the original loaf into his mouth—all of it, Leitos noted with amazement—bloating his already considerable cheeks. Equally amazing was all the rest of the sagging flesh the man carried on his frame. Leitos had never seen anyone so hugely fat, and did not know how Lakaan’s legs, thick columns though they were, could hold him up.
“Is Suphtra here?” Zera asked.
Lakaan bobbed his head, making his jowls wiggle. “If there are whores to monger, swatarin and swill to sell, and goods to be smuggled and traded, you can rest assured Suphtra will be about. Just now he is in the back, skulking in the shadows. Way he keeps hidden anymore, you would think he fancies himself kindred to the Faceless One.”
Zera and Lakaan had a good laugh over that, but the humor was lost on Leitos. His continued silence drew the big man’s questioning gaze.
“What you got there,” Lakaan inquired, eyes fixed on Leitos, “a weanling pup missing his mother?”
“A stray that shows potential,” Zera answered, her hesitation so brief that Leitos nearly missed it.
Lakaan’s already slitted eyes, however, narrowed a fraction. “Just so,” he murmured doubtfully, before perking up. “Well, bring him along! Suphtra will be pleased to see you. Stay around awhile, and it could be that I can teach this little man the art of stealing back some of the loot the king’s men steal from us.”
Lakaan booted open the door he had been guarding. He motioned them into a dim hallway thick with smoke, and a sickly sweet odor that went straight to Leitos’s head. In the light of thick, guttering candles poked into crude wall brackets, Lakaan bolted the door behind them, then led the way deeper into the building. They passed many open doorways that let in on rooms packed with crates of every size, overflowing sacks, and barrels filled with all manner of weaponry.
“Is Suphtra planning a rebellion?” Zera asked casually.
“You will have to talk to him about that,” Lakaan said over his shoulder, sounding uncomfortable. Zera did not ask any more questions, but she did not stop looking. Leitos did the same.
In one room men and women, all half-starved and bleary-eyed, sat about on a dirt floor. Flagons littered the ground around them. Many wafted the smoke rising from clay bowls into their faces, while others sat bolt upright, listening to the murmurings of a strange figure in rags.
Peering more closely, Leitos stopped dead. “Alon’mahk’lar!” he breathed.
The figure looked to be two people melded together, sharing the same misshapen body, yet having two heads bowed over a smoldering bowl. As if sensing his shocked appraisal, those heads swiveled toward him on a pair overlong, spindly necks. Two pairs of eyes peered at him from under deep brows, and two pairs of lips turned up at the corners. One head belonged to a woman, the other to a man.
Even though he had gasped the word just above a whisper, Zera spun, green eyes blazing, ready to join battle. Seeing what had captivated Leitos, she relaxed.
“The Twins,” she said with quiet deference, “are as human as you and I. They are seers—or maybe very good charlatans. Either way, they tell futures that seem to come to pass more often than not. Come, leave them to their work.”
The Twins nodded at his scrutiny, each of their heads bobbing independently of the other. Leitos’s insides twisted and he looked away. Zera and Lakaan moved down the hall, and he hurried after.
There were other rooms filled with people. One room in particular shocked Leitos to his core. Behind a sheer, pale green veil, naked bodies writhed against each other over a floor covered in rugs and heaped with pillows. Low moans and wicked, lustful laughter drifted out of that room and into the hallway. His face flaming, Leitos rushed by, refusing to look at Zera when she glanced at him over her shoulder.
After some time, the air cleared of the heady smoke, and Lakaan stopped before a door. “Wait here,” he said, opening the door and closing it behind him.
“What is this place,” Leitos asked, mind reeling at all he had seen … especially within that last room. Gods good and wise!
“People who can, often drown their sorrows in decadence,” Zera said with a shrug. “It is a weakness to my mind, and a waste. However, providing such services has made Suphtra a man of some wealth, even where such wealth is forbidden. It also makes him a danger to the order of things, which is why he hides his doings within the most sordid quarter of Zuladah. Bribing any that would report him to the king is also to his benefit.”
Lakaan squeezed through the doorway and into the hallway. “Suphtra will see you,” he said. Looking despondent, he added, “I suppose I will go back to guarding the alley. You don’t have any more to eat, do you?”
Zera grinned at him, rooted through her satchel, and pulled out a lump of something wrapped in greasy leather. Lakaan bowed his thanks and went on his way. After a few paces, he gave a delighted cry: “Cheese!” Then he was gone, a shadowy mountain of flesh vanishing behind a swirling haze of pungent smoke.
Feeling light-headed, Leitos was all too happy to follow Zera into the chamber beyond the doorway. His enthusiasm faded rapidly. The only light came from a pair of crimson firemoss lamps set high up on a wall. Centered beneath the lamps, a man sat upon a plain chair, his features lost amid the darkness under a tented curtain of thick cloth.
“Well met, Zera,” the figure said, his voice deep and resonant, even pleasant, despite the morbid surroundings. “It has been too long.”
“Not so long as that, Suphtra” Zera said.
“No?” The figure shrugged slender shoulders. “Perhaps it only feels like that to me, what with trying to counter all that has changed of late.”
“I seek shelter,” Zera said. “Only for the night. As well, a team of burros and a cart.”
“I loathe to ask,” Suphtra said, not sounding troubled at all, “but with the burden of obligations increased of late, I would require payment before delivery.”
“I have swatarin,” Zera offered. She opened a leather packet to display a large bundle of dried leaves.
“A year gone,” he said regretfully, “such would have bought you a pair of horses to ride and an oxcart loaded with supplies. Now....” He let the unvoiced refusal hang between them a long moment, then said, “Gold is required.”
“Since when do Hunters, or even smugglers, trade in gold?” Zera blurted.
“We never have,” Suphtra said, “which is at the root of my problem. I was informed this morning past that should I wish to receive the king’s continued blindness to my trade, I would pay with gold, silver, or precious stones.”
Suphtra’s voice had risen in anger as he spoke, until he was near to yelling. “Long years have I helped keep the people of Zuladah passive for Rothran and the Faceless One’s empire! Now … now the king and the Faceless One take and take, leaving people with nothing. They are either fools … or they want to incite a rebellion. In the end, if the obligations continue to rise, it will not matter, for rebellion is what they will reap. Men can only be pushed so far before they break.”
Zera tugged open the throat of her tunic and withdrew her stone of protection. “Do not insult me by claiming these have become valueless.”
Suphtra sat forward, the ridge of his nose pressing like a blade into the bloody light falling from above. “There is nothing more precious than that,” he murmured. “I must ask, what madness would drive you to relinquish such a prize?”
Zera showed her teeth in a mirthless grin. “As you said, things have changed of late.”
Suphtra nodded and sat back, threw a leg over the arm of his chair, and raised a hand to his chin. “What have you there, another stray … and this one an escaped slave, if I do not miss my guess?”
Zera stood motionless, silent.
“There is no point hiding it—I see the set of his shoulders, the bow of his back. This boy has spent his life digging and hauling rock, for whatever purpose that serves the Faceless One.” When Zera still did not respond, Suphtra chuckled. “Have no fear, my girl. He is safe here, at least for a night, as are you.”
“He is escaped,” Zera admitted, but would say no more.
“And you mean to safeguard his freedom,” Suphtra said. “I understand. I do, truly. But you must know that yours is likely time and effort wasted … unless you mean to take him far from the reach of the Faceless One … and from your fellow Hunters?”
“I see not how this discussion has anything to do with shelter for a night and a pair of burros. Do you wish to trade for what I need, or not?”
“I taught you to barter better than that,” Suphtra chuckled. “You must find a common bond between yourself and those with whom you would trade, create a kinship of sorts. But we will come back to our negotiations. For now, I desire information—a most undervalued commodity. I want to understand why so many slaves of late have taken to fleeing their masters? Surely a Hunter must be privy to such knowledge.”
“I do not know what you mean,” Zera said, sounding curious despite herself.
“Perhaps you do not,” Suphtra allowed. “Because I value our relationship, I will tell you some of the things that have come to my ear. By my count, there have been no less than a dozen escapes this year alone, and countless attempts—before that, perhaps one or two in a year. It seems reasonable to assume that even the slaves are growing restless.
“What’s more, rumors have it that some mines have been abandoned, the slaves chained like dogs and left to die, their masters simply gone. Other tales point to stirrings in the far west, skirmishes, murdered Alon’mahk’lar. Other whisperings say that the bone-towns—never safe at the best of times—are worse than ever, overrun by Mahk’lar and strange, twisted breeds of Alon’mahk’lar.”
Leitos flinched involuntarily at that, but Suphtra continued as if he had not noticed.
“Something, dear girl, has changed in the order of things, something for the worse, something not seen since the Upheaval.”
“I’m sure you will work your way around it,” Zera said. “You always have.”
He shook his head. “Not this time. I’m getting too old to play these tired games, too old to adjust to changes … too old, perhaps, to continue serving the Alon’mahk’lar and their pet king.”
“What are you saying?” Zera asked.
“War is coming—that is the change I sense. I do not know who will start it—humankind or demon-spawn—but it is coming.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“When all is taken,” Suphtra said slowly, “your family, your home, the very food you eat … when all that is stolen away, and there is nothing at all left to live for, men stop caring whether they live or die. Some will look to death, and whatever waits beyond the grave, as the better choice. The same can be said of the Mahk’lar, those which had free reign to haunt dead towns, but are now as much the slave as humans. War,” he said again, “is coming, because the Faceless One has miscalculated his strength and his perceived divinity.”
“You may be right,” Zera said, “but for now what might come to pass has no interest to me. I need shelter, burros, and a cart.” She held silent for a moment, then added with an edge in her voice, “And no one must know that either I or the boy were here.”
“How is Sandros these days?” the smuggler asked. “And Pathil? I have not seen either in Zuladah for some time.” He sounded merely curious, but Leitos sensed otherwise.
Zera glowered for a moment, then threw her hands up in surrender. “Very well,” she said, catching hold of the leather thong around Leitos’s neck, from which hung his stone of protection. With a deft twist, she pulled the amulet free. “Surely this will seal your lips.”
Suphtra gave her a look of mock astonishment. “You mistake me, dear girl. I would never betray you. Not for any price!”
“Indeed,” Zera growled, to which Suphtra laughed merrily.



Chapter 21
 
    Leitos startled awake. Night’s black face, adorned with slashes of dim moonlight peeked through the gaps in the shutter of the room’s lone window. The raucous noise that had earlier filled Suphtra’s debauched refuge had ceased, and so too the racket upon the streets of Zuladah.
Zera, a faint lump on a pallet across the room, slumbered on. Her long, even breaths calmed him, but still he listened, waiting. Something had brought him out of a sound sleep.
The moments stretched, the silence held, and his eyelids grew heavy again. Zera murmured in her sleep, rolled over onto her back, went still. Caught between sleep and waking, Leitos heard again Suphtra’s warnings of change and coming war, leading him to wonder where he would be in a month … a year … in ten. He could scarcely imagine what the morrow would bring. As sleepiness stole over him, thoughts of the future, or anything for that matter, faded to nothing.
A rattle at the door made his eyes flare wide. Just another drunken reveler, lost and wandering. There had been many after they settled in the room Suphtra had given them for the night, enough that Zera had lost her patience and struck the last fool to barge in, knocking him unconscious. She dumped him in the hallway, and the presence of the bleeding brute had put an end to unwelcome visitors. Before falling into her blankets, Zera had made sure the door was bolted, and then shoved a heavy chest in front of it for good measure.
The latch jiggled again, softly. Instead of some grumbling fool throwing a shoulder against the door, there seemed to be an element of stealth with this would-be intruder.
Leitos sat up, straining to see. A blade, its keen edge crawling with a gleam of moonlight, pushed slowly between the gap of the door and the doorframe. It slid up, clicked almost inaudibly against the iron bolt’s shaft, then began wiggling gently in a bid to slide it loose.
“Zera,” Leitos hissed. “Wake up.”
She sighed peacefully.
Leitos flung his blankets aside and crawled over to her, cringing at ever pop and creak of the dusty floorboards. “Zera!” he said, his nose an inch from hers.
Her eyes blinked open, dancing with a muted emerald glow. “Why have you waited so long?” she murmured, as if still asleep. “Do you find me displeasing?”
Leitos stammered a senseless response, cleared his throat and started again. “There’s trouble. Someone … someone is trying to get—”
Her fingers curled around the back of his neck and his teeth clicked together, cutting off anything else he might have added. He had no mind to resist as she slowly pulled him down. A sound akin to distant wind filled his ears as their lips met, Zera’s heat mingling with his own, searing away all thoughts, all concerns. Unresisting, he pressed against her—
Zera’s eyes suddenly bulged, the sleepiness blasted away by a full, infuriated awareness. “What are you doing?” she asked coolly.
“M-me?” he babbled, trying to disentangle himself from her grasp. Her once gentle and caressing fingers had become like iron. “I … I—” he faltered. Then he remembered, and his heart skipped into a gallop. “There is someone—”
The door exploded inward. Shards rained down around Leitos and Zera. With impossible strength, she threw him to one side. He revolved through open space, struck a wall, and dropped to his rumpled pallet. Before he could right himself, Zera was on her feet, advancing on the grinning figure that filled the doorway—the Hunter, Sandros!
“You conniving bitch!” he snarled, rushing forward. His feet slammed into the old chest Zera had placed before the door. It had moved when he broke through, but not enough to help. The Hunter crashed down with a string of vile curses. Zera ended them with a thudding kick to his rage-twisted face. His head snapped back, then slammed forward to strike the floor.
Another figure slid through the doorway. “Is that any way to treat a friend?” Pathil asked, his white teeth a gleaming line splitting the dark skin of his face. Before Zera could react, another voice spoke from behind him.
“Give over the stray, and you can go.”
“Suphtra?” Zera said softly. “How could you betray me to the likes of these rogues?”
“We cannot resist the rule of the Faceless One. To thrive we must pay a price, make sacrifices—”
Zera moved before he could finish. One moment Pathil was standing between her and Suphtra, the next his limp body crashed into one corner of the room and thumped to the floor, and Zera had vanished into the hallway. A thick tearing sound cut off Suphtra’s squawk of fear. All sounds of the brief struggle gave way to a horrid bubbling noise.
Zera stalked back into the room. “Get your things.”
Leitos thrust what little he possessed into his satchel, then his eyes found Pathil. Something about the way the Hunter lay on the floor wrenched at Leitos. After a moment, he realized the man’s torso had been twisted like a damp rag, his spine folded in half until the back of his head pressed against his heels.
A pattering sound around Zera’s feet drew Leitos’s attention. She swayed slightly. “You are hurt,” Leitos blurted.
“We cannot delay,” Zera said, ignoring his concern.
“Damn you, Zera,” Pathil mumbled. The Hunter’s mangled flesh was changing, healing—
Lakaan burst into the room. “Let us be gone!”
Zera caught hold of Leitos and shoved him past Lakaan. In the dim hallway, Suphtra sat against the wall, one leg splayed out, the other bent under him. A bloody dagger lay a few inches from his limp hand. His eyes had rolled up to show the whites. Most of his throat was gone … not slashed, but torn away.
Then they were running down the hallway. Drawn by all the commotion, bleary-eyed men and women popped out of their rooms to see what was afoot.
Lakaan bawled, “Run, you damnable sheep! For your miserable lives, get away!” Where his thundering cries failed to spur them into flight, his battering shoulders slammed them aside.
Shouts of confusion followed in their wake, but the trio did not slow. Lakaan continued to smash his way through the crowd, while Leitos stayed at his heels, propelled by Zera’s firm hand.
They charged down the stairs. From there, they turned down another hallway lined with doorways hung with sheer curtains. Leitos noticed Zera’s hand leave his back.
Without slowing, he cast a look over his shoulder to find her halted, a burning candle in one hand, and a swatch of gauzy curtain in the other. She touched the flame to the material. Bearing aloft that makeshift torch, she lit every curtain she passed.
As the flames spread up the walls, quickly growing into a conflagration, pandemonium exploded behind them. In all that chaos of flame, roiling smoke, screaming and running people, Zera followed, her eyes burning bright and fierce like twin bores opened to some unknown realm of Geh’shinnom’atar. When the panicked shouts became howls of agony, she dropped the flaming material and ran.
Lakaan took them through a maze of hallways until bursting through a door that opened onto a broad street. From there he turned and raced along, keeping close to the front of several different buildings.
By then people were streaming out of Suphtra’s fiery deathtrap. Leitos looked back and found Sandros and Pathil, both seemingly larger than they had been before, smashing aside the shrieking throng. In the light of leaping flames, and through the haze of smoke, the two Hunters barely looked like men.
Lakaan turned down an alley, and the two were blessedly gone from sight. Leitos was uncertain if they had been seen, but he added his minuscule strength to help drive the lumbering brute ahead of him. Lakaan seemed to be slowing, his gasps were loud and wheezy, but with both Leitos and Zera now pushing him along, he managed to keep a brisk pace. After some long moments, twisting and turning at each new alley or street, the sounds of terror faded behind them.
“Do you know where you are going,” Zera demanded, “or are you just rabbiting along?”
Lakaan made a fair attempt to respond, but only managed a series of gasps. In the end, he gave up trying to speak and ran on.
Perhaps sheer terror overwhelmed him, or the rush of blood through his brain, but Leitos envisioned the man’s huge buttocks as a pair of heaving boulders trapped under a blanket, and he fell into a fit of hysterical laughter. Lakaan kept on, but Zera’s hand caught hold of his cloak, her fist bunching the material between his shoulder blades.
“Are you daft?” Zera snapped against his ear.
Leitos, tears streaming down his cheeks, could only answer by shaking his head and pointing at Lakaan’s swaying backside. Zera’s brow furrowed. A moment more and her lips quirked toward a smile. Then, all at once, she burst out laughing. Their merriment ended when Lakaan halted.
“By all the gods,” he panted, mouth gaping wide to draw breath, “what are you two going on about?” Sweat beaded on his brow, dribbled over his fleshy jaw.
“Never mind,” Zera said, struggling to hold back a gale of mirth. “Where are we going?”
Lakaan took a dozen deep breaths before he could respond. Even then, his answer came in fits and starts. “There … across the street … one of Suphtra’s stables. He … had me … ready a cart and a team of burros … before those hunting bastards came.”
At the mention of Sandros and Pathil, the last of Leitos’s hilarity dried up. “Are they—”
“They are Hunters,” Zera interrupted. “They need be nothing more for us to make haste from this damnable city, with all its deceitful friends.”
“Suphtra would not have betrayed you,” Lakaan said, sounding doubtful. “The Hunters forced him to it.”
“Am I to believe,” Zera said icily, “that when Suphtra tried to gut me after I dealt with those jackals, it was a mistake? Or was it because he thought my blood would adorn his blade so prettily?”
“He stabbed you?” Lakaan gasped. “But … why would he want a cart prepared for you?”
“A ruse for you, Lakaan,” Zera said gently, “so that you would never doubt him, and so that you would be out of the way when he betrayed me.”
Leitos remembered the pattering sounds around Zera’s feet, just before they fled the room. “We must tend your wounds.”
“Later,” Zera said. “Take us to this cart, Lakaan … that is, unless, you have decided to turn against me as well?” That she had winced when she moved was not lost on Leitos.
Lakaan recoiled at her accusation. “You know me better than that, Zera,” he said with a dejected sigh.
He turned away and searched the street. Nothing moved, and quiet held sway. Leitos could almost believe Sandros and Pathil were not after them, that Suphtra’s building was not, even now, charring to cinders … that Zera was not slowly bleeding to death.
He touched her arm, drawing her attention. The strange inner light normally burning in her eyes had faded, and her movements seemed sluggish. She swayed more than ever. “We have to stop the bleeding,” he said, mustering all the calm authority he could.
For a moment he thought she would castigate him, but she relented and gave him a wan smile. “I will see to that. There is time—believe me, I know.”
With no choice but to accept her assurance, Leitos nodded. He moved closer. She surprised him by draping an arm across his thin shoulders. He took her weight and wrapped a hand around her waist, his fingers sinking into the blood soaking her cloak. She hissed in pain at his touch, and gently moved his hand lower. “Keep a firm grip,” she said, leaning more heavily on him.
“All is clear,” Lakaan said. He trundled into the open, angling across the street toward a low, squat building with a rail fence jutting off one side.
“Lakaan?” a tremulous voice called out when the trio came within a few paces of a set of wide doors.
“Be at ease, Toron, it is I,” Lakaan answered. “Is all in order?”
“Yes, but I feared you were not coming,” Toron said, popping up from behind a pair of barrels sitting to one side of the stable doors. Clad in an ankle-length, dirty white tunic, he was as slight as Leitos and two hands shorter. He started at sounds not there, and his hands fidgeted at his waist. The boy was shaking from head to toe.
Lakaan eyed him a moment, then opened one stable door and vanished into the waiting gloom. Leitos and Zera came next, followed by Toron. As soon as the boy closed the door, Lakaan caught his shoulders. “Where is your father?”
Toron squeaked and tried to worm away. After a moment, he gave up. “Sons of the Fallen,” he said in a fearful whisper. “They took him, not long after you came earlier. The patrols are everywhere this night.”
“Alon’mahk’lar taking prisoners?” Lakaan thought about that, then turned the boy and gave him a swat on the backside to get him moving. “Get yourself to bed, boy. If anyone calls at your door, do not answer.”
“Is my father coming back?” Toron asked, tears in his voice.
Lakaan nodded. “Nimah knows what he is about, boy, trust in that. He will return.”
Leitos was not sure he believed that, but Lakaan’s pledge held enough promise for Toron. The boy bobbed his head and scurried away.
“You two get the cart,” Zera spoke up, each word an effort. “I’ll follow at a distance.”
“Where are we heading?” Lakaan asked.
“West,” Zera said, “as far as the road will take you.”
Lakaan’s face tightened, but he did not argue.
Zera pulled away from Leitos and staggered deeper into the stable. Leitos tried to follow, but she waved him off. “I’ll be fine. Just go. Hurry.”
“Come along, boy,” Lakaan rumbled, clapping a huge hand on his shoulder. “She is not new to this game.”
With a reluctant nod, Leitos followed after Lakaan’s lumbering bulk. He cast a lingering glance at the patch of darkness into which Zera had vanished.
Lakaan led them to a stall that let out on the fenced paddock. Within the stall waited a pair of burros harnessed to a cart that, by Leitos’s estimation, should have been broken up and used for a cook fire many years before. Lakaan peeled back the tattered canvas stretched over the back of the cart’s bed, revealing several bundles, tall clay pots with hempen cords to secure their tops, tools similar to those used in mines, and coils of rope. Satisfied, Lakaan replaced the tarp.
“If we are halted by anyone,” Lakaan warned, “keep your mouth shut, and let me do the talking. I’m just a poor crofter with need to dig a well, and you are my mute bastard.”
“What about Zera?”
Lakaan gave him a quizzical look. “I should not have to tell you, boy, that Zera can take care of herself—anything you or I do on her account will only foul things up.”
“She is injured,” Leitos said, thinking that she must be, even now, bandaging her wound to staunch the flow of blood.
“That is when a Hunter—her in particular—is most dangerous,” Lakaan said uneasily, as if he wanted no dealings with Zera at her most lethal.
Leitos peered into the motionless gloom, but saw no sign of Zera. He imagined her slumped in some dark corner, emerald eyes fading to a hint of their former luster, glazing over—
Leitos spun away from Lakaan and moved back toward the shadows where Zera had vanished. He had left her at the gorge, but not this time, never again. Every step he took eased the burden on his heart. He was done leaving behind those he loved.
Love? The word filled him with a storm of joyful confusion. What do I know of love? His pace quickened, as if carrying him away from the thought. Perhaps he was deluded, perhaps not, but in the end all that mattered was that he had to get back to Zera and help as he could.
Heavy footsteps sounded behind him. Without slowing, he looked over his shoulder. Lakaan bore down on him, face set in a scowl. “We will go when Zera is safe,” Leitos said.
“We will do as she told us,” Lakaan responded, reaching out.
Leitos quickened his pace. I am coming, Zera—
A stony fist crashed into the back of his head, catapulting Leitos into the dirt. Dazed, he rolled over, trying to get his bearings. His arms and legs refused to work right, and Lakaan’s bulk swam into view. The big man struck him again, and a false night fell over Leitos.



Chapter 22
 
   A pale splash of rose and gold washed away the night’s persistent indigo stain. The air cooled in the hour before first light, giving Leitos something to consider besides Zera’s absence, Lakaan’s abuses, and his own aching head.
Feet padding along between the cart’s thin wheel tracks, Leitos walked with his face lost in the shadow of his hood. When he had come to, he found himself trussed in the back of the cart, the canvas rolled back. Twisting about, he had seen the night-shrouded desert, but no sign of Zuladah.
After they had progressed a few more miles, Lakaan had halted the burros and freed Leitos with a warning. “Try and run back, boy, and I’ll beat you again—I don’t want to, but I’d rather suffer your anger than Zera’s vengeance.” At Leitos’s look of concern, the big man had added in a gentler tone, “Trust that she is well, boy. A little scratch cannot stop the likes of her.”
When the sun was high, and his anger had faded, Leitos moved up beside Lakaan. “That seemed too easy,” he said. Having failed to distract himself from thinking of what Zera might be facing, he had no choice but to speak with Lakaan. Behind them, the road shimmered under the already hot sun, and ran in a dusty line back to the east. On either side, withered brush dotted a parched land of sand and pitted rock.
Lakaan kept his squinty eyes on the road ahead, now climbing up the flank of a tabletop plateau. Sweat glistened in his closely shorn black hair, dripped over skin the color of timeworn leather. His jowls seemed more flabby than they had in the dark of night. “What was easy?” he panted.
“Escaping,” Leitos said, trying to keep his voice even. Despite being unconscious at the time, it seemed that simply walking away from those who hunted them should have proved far more difficult. “That boy at the stables, Toron, he said his father was taken, that Alon’mahk’lar patrols were everywhere. Sandros and Pathil were after us, too. How did we just walk out of Zuladah?”
“Could be that Zera had a hand in misdirecting our enemies,” Lakaan allowed. “Far as getting out of the city, well … it has always served me well to be everyone’s friend—even if I hate them.”
Leitos’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “How do you hate a friend?”
Lakaan explained, “Something I learned from Suphtra—curse his black heart. A man has few true friends, but many cunning enemies. If you are unwary, they take all you have and leave you a corpse in the gutter.” He nodded to himself, then went on.
“A clever fellow will play the fool, give up a few gems, but secretly turn the table and steal the lot for himself. That, boy, is what Suphtra did to me and Zera. I was a fool to trust that bastard as much as I did, but have no doubt he was a clever, thieving son-of-a-whore.”
As they crested the plateau an hour later, Lakaan halted the burros with a yank on the lead ropes. “Past time for a drink and a meal.” His gap-toothed smile changed him from a hulking brute into an overlarge child. Leitos could not help but grin in return.
They shared a loaf of bread and drank water from one of the cisterns, never moving from the middle of the road. As their desolate surroundings heated under the climbing sun, a lizard darted over hot sand to take shelter in the shade of a thorn bush.
Leitos focused on the mountains far to the west. The Mountains of Fire. They jutted black and sharp, an occasional peak spewing a thin plume of smoke, which the wind tore apart and drove south in a hazy gray line. Over the Sea of Sha’uul, hidden now behind the curve of the horizon, that haze billowed anew, growing into gleaming white thunderheads.
“Will we wait for Zera?” Leitos asked.
“No,” Lakaan said. “She will find us. That is what she does. We will go as far as the road takes us, as she ordered.”
Leitos looked back at the Mountains of Fire. “And how far is that?”
“Farther than I have ever been,” Lakaan admitted, blinking away a drop of sweat. “Perhaps farther than anyone has been since before the Upheaval. No one really knows, for this is a land long forsaken by gods and men.”
Leitos did not mention the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, but Lakaan’s opinion troubled him. What if that mysterious order did not exist? They must be real, he told himself, otherwise Zera was a liar, and he refused to believe that.
“Let’s put this daylight to proper use,” Lakaan said, and they set out again.
The plateau rose a bit higher, then began a steady drop into a strange land of waterless canyons and gorges, towering stone spires, and steep hills of weathered boulders. By late in the day, as the road meandered around stony obstacles, the Mountains of Fire were lost to sight. Leitos and Lakaan trudged along without talking. The only sound came from the cart’s wheels grating over the roadway.
The road continued to snake its way through deep canyons that offered surprisingly cool shade at all times, save midday. When the sun hovered at its zenith, escape from the oppressive heat was impossible. Whether in sunlight or shadow, Lakaan sweated new rings into his grimy tunic, and kept up a ceaseless lament over his rumbling belly. That complaining, initially humorous, quickly became tiresome. Leitos bore it all, always watching for Zera. And as ever, all that lay behind them were their own pursuing tracks pressed into the dust of the road. She will come … she must.
Many days passed on their westward march, until Leitos lost all track of time’s passage. They had to replenish the cisterns with water dug from the sandy soil. The digging reminded Leitos of life in the mines. But when he drank, he did so relishing his freedom.
Their supply of bread dwindled faster than the water, and what remained became hard and tasteless. Leitos did not complain. It was food, it soothed the empty ache in his belly, kept his stride firm. Lakaan protested bitterly, until he remembered a sling hidden away within their supplies. With startling skill, he deftly took down the occasional hare, and a glut of lizards and adders. If it moved, it was food to Lakaan.
Leitos was eyeing Lakaan’s bulk one day, thinking that the man looked decidedly smaller than when he had met him, when the road took a sharp turn, and began climbing out of the endless maze of canyons, gullies, and ravines.
By that evening, they crested a steep slope, and halted before a landscape that numbed Leitos’s senses.
“Good thing we filled the cisterns this morning,” Lakaan said, his voice tinged with the same dread that filled Leitos’s chest.
Far nearer than before, the Mountains of Fire jutted off a sprawling plain dominated by pillowed black and gray rock, and interspersed by pockets of yellowed grass that swayed in the wind. Like a line of frozen waves, the craggy mountain peaks reached higher than Leitos believed possible. The columns of smoke he had thought were billowing off the peaks, actually originated from deep, sharp-edged crevasses running up the flanks of the mountains.
He was startled to see that white crowned the very highest peaks—snow and ice, Leitos knew at once. Adham had often spoke of the ice fields of the far north that never diminished, no matter the heat of summer in the lowlands. Leitos saw all this at a glance, and at the same instant recognized that there could be no passable route over such a barrier.
Carried by contrary winds, a bitter reek wafted over Leitos and Lakaan. Both fell into a fits of coughing, and the burros flattened their ears and brayed in affront. As quickly as the offensive odor came it departed, leaving man and beast with the gift of watering eyes and flaring nostrils.
“Brimstone,” Lakaan wheezed in disgust. “Damnable rock as far as the eye can see, no water, and surely no food.”
“You wail like a teething babe,” a placid voice said behind them.
Leitos spun, a startled cry locked in his throat. Lakaan cut loose with a garbled squeal and dashed forward a few ungainly paces, then tripped over his own feet. He landed with a grunt and rolled over, one arm flailing in a desperate warding gesture.
Zera gazed at them from farther down the road, eyes twinkling green mirth. With a backdrop of mazelike canyons spread out for leagues behind her, she appeared lessened in stature, but still dangerous—Beautifully so, Leitos thought.
He ran forward and halted before her. “Your wounds?” he asked, reaching out to touch her shoulder, just to make sure she was real.
“My wounds are mending nicely,” she laughed, catching him in her arms. He eagerly returned the hug, then drew back, feeling awkward and out of sorts.
Her lips quirked toward a smile, and she gave him a questioning look. Thankfully, Lakaan spoke up, sparing Leitos the effort of trying to voice his jumbled thoughts.
“I had nearly given up hope that you escaped Zuladah,” Lakaan said, grunting as he gained his feet. “Where have you been?”
“First we eat,” Zera said, holding up a string loaded with a half dozen scrawny, gray-brown hares. She threw her arm around Leitos, pulled him close, and whispered, “Let your heart be at ease, I am well.”
Leitos smiled. “I am glad you’re back … that is we—Lakaan and I—are glad you are safe.” He shut his mouth before he started babbling.
“I am happy you’re happy,” she said, and playfully elbowed his ribs. In that moment, all returned to normal, and a weight seemed to fall off Leitos’s shoulders. “Now it is time to eat. I am starving!”
As they set camp, night settled heavy and dark. After feeding and watering the burros, Leitos and the others fed themselves. In the flickering firelight, Zera licked the grease off her fingers from the last roasted hare with the same greedy zeal as Lakaan.
Leitos was more reserved, picking the stringy meat off the bone. He could not keep his eyes off Zera, nor could he shake his awe of her. He had not known that he had built up any expectations of what he would find when she returned to them, but he had. The woman sitting cross-legged across the fire from him did not resemble, in any way, who he had believed he would see.
With little water to spare for washing, her face was as grimy as his and Lakaan’s. She wore the dirt better than either of them. And where Lakaan’s girth had dwindled, and the already scant flesh covering Leitos’s arms had thinned, Zera appeared as if she had never gone a day in her life without food. Perhaps she had not—she was a Hunter, after all. There was also no sign she had been gravely injured, as she moved without a hint of pain.
“Getting out of the city was not so difficult,” she said now, continuing the story she had begun while they prepared their camp. “It was not the first time I have had to climb a city wall.”
“What of your wounds—” Leitos began, falling silent when Zera held up a hand.
“Were not so grievous as I first believed,” she said, flashing him a mollifying grin. “I’ll carry a scar, have no doubt, but it will serve as a reminder of the foolishness for trusting the likes of Suphtra.”
“Even I believed he was loyal,” Lakaan mumbled.
“He was,” Zera said, “if only to himself. I cannot fault him for that. But when he made the choice to turn on me, he sealed his own fate.”
“Did anyone follow you beyond Zuladah?” Leitos asked.
“I hope so,” Zera said. “I left a trail that headed straight to the harbor. With so many fishermen coming and going, it will be assumed that I escaped on fisherman’s skiff.”
“What about Sandros and Pathil?” Leitos asked, having decided that they must not have been as grievously injured as he first believed. As to thinking that they had begun to change form, he knew well enough that terror had a way of twisting the mind. When he fled the mines, such fright had made him see a slavemaster that had not been there.
“No doubt, they are cursing me even now,” Zera said proudly. “Although, they must know by now that I never intended to hand you over to the Alon’mahk’lar. I suppose my days as a Hunter are finished.”
“I’ve heard enough,” Lakaan grumbled, rubbing his bloodshot eyes. He rose and shuffled beyond the firelight and fell into his blankets. “If trouble comes,” he called, “keep it to yourself.”
“If there is trouble,” Zera whispered to Leitos, “it will have come and gone before we can wake him.”
“Do you think there is any danger coming?” Leitos asked, looking to the east. Far away, he thought he could hear a voice on the wind moaning through the canyons.
“Of course,” Zera said. “These lands—all lands—are full of menace … especially for humankind. Keep on your guard, but do not worry yourself into a panic over what might be.”
“I tried to come back for you,” Leitos said hesitantly, “at the stable.”
Zera gave him a reassuring grin. “I know you did, and I thank you.” With mock sternness, she added, “But I told you to go on without me. Trust that when I give you an order, it is for the best—for both of us.”
Leitos nodded. Silence fell between them, underlain by the soft crackle of burning twigs. A jackal yipped, another answered. A star streaked across the sky, a brief and violent flaring, then was gone.
“Will you sleep with me?” Zera asked quietly. Leitos almost swallowed his tongue. “This close to the mountains,” she went on, unaware of his shock, “it is cold at night. We can share our warmth.”
“Good idea,” Leitos said after clearing his throat.
He looked to the mountains in question, thankful for the distraction. There had been no question in his mind how they had derived their name, what with all the smoke, but in the night, it became all the more obvious. Deep red, meandering veins crept down the mountains’ flanks. “What manner of fire is that?” he asked.
Zera looked from him to the west. “It’s molten rock,” she said absently. “It bubbles up from deep vents that, some say, reach to the very bowels of the Thousand Hells.” She chuckled as if that belief was the height of absurdity.
Neither stirred for a long time. Zera sat lost in thought, while Leitos did everything he could to avoid thinking. The fire died slowly, until only faint embers glowed under layers of ash.
“We should sleep,” Zera said, rising. “Tomorrow will be a long day. Once we are in the mountains, the days will only get longer and more difficult.”
She held out her hand to Leitos. He took it and stood. After that, he felt lost in a daze. She rolled out their blankets, making a pallet that seemed far too narrow for two people. He was still staring at their makeshift bed, and Zera resting on it, when she shot him a questioning look. “What are you waiting for?”
The moisture fled his tongue, and his limbs lost all feeling, but he managed to join her. Laying on his back, with no less than a foot between them, he twitched when she nestled near and spread a blanket over them.
“It’s so cold,” Zera said, her voice already drowsy, muffled by their shared blanket. “Give me your arm.”
Leitos rolled to his side and did as she asked, fearing that his heart would leap from his chest. She pressed against him with a contented sigh, and then twined her fingers through his. By her breathing, she fell asleep almost at once, and he began to relax into her comforting warmth. He lay there a long time, the scent of her—leather and clean sweat and the faintest hint of some flower’s fragrance—filling his nose.



Chapter 23
 
   It was still dark when Leitos came awake, his skin coated in cold sweat. The fire had been built up, its light mingling with the glow of a gibbous moon. Where is Zera? Strange howls crawled out of the canyons, crept over camp. There were words buried within those utterances, suggestions—
“Gods!” Lakaan bellowed. He sat up, his bulbous head turning this way and that.
“It seems that trouble has found us,” Zera said, standing near the restive burros.
Galvanized by another howl, Leitos sprang to his feet, flinging aside his blanket.
… still the heart … savor the meat … devour the soul … sweet perishing … sweet death … be still be quiet … yes yes … lie down … yes yes yes … slumber … die.…
“We must flee!” Lakaan babbled. He stood up, blundered one way, then another, spinning in mindless circles. “Run!” he shrieked. “We must run or die!”
“Calm yourself,” Zera snapped, her voice like a whip. Lakaan halted at once, panting, eyes wild. “We will run,” she growled, “but not in a blind panic. Do you understand?”
Lakaan nodded, his plump fingers plucking nervously at his collar.
Zera moved away from the burros, and pressed a fat bundle of supplies into Leitos’s arms. “An Alon’mahk’lar’s greatest weapon is its voice,” she said. “Do not heed their words. Push them away.”
… sweet perishing … sweet death….
Leitos gritted his teeth, focused on the shifting sand underfoot, the bundle in his arms, the memory of Zera pressed against him in the night, anything to avoid heeding the accursed voices on the wind. He realized that the howling beasts did not sound so near as he had first thought. He had been sure they were upon them, just a few paces from camp. But no, they prowled miles distant, using their voices to drive their prey mad with fear.
Zera led an ashen-faced Lakaan to Leitos’s side, then released the burros. Once freed, the beasts tore into the night, braying and kicking as if death were nipping at their hooves. Perhaps it is, Leitos thought with a shiver.
Zera retrieved two more bundles from the back of the cart and returned. “We continue west,” she said, handing Lakaan a bundle.
They did not run, but Zera set a pace fast enough to discourage talking. In the first hour, Leitos was sure the hunting Alon’mahk’lar were coming nearer, but deep into the second he knew they were not. By the end of the third hour, as the stars faded, the only sound in his ears was the steady, sulfurous wind blowing down off the mountains. There was no hint of the chilling whispers anymore. He didn’t know how they had shaken off the pursuers, but he was glad Zera’s skill had kept them safe once again. Other than pausing to sip from a waterskin Zera carried, they did not halt until midday, after climbing into the foothills of the Mountains of Fire.
While Lakaan and Leitos shared a crust of bread, Zera fashioned straps from a coil of rope she had taken from the cart, and then tied them to the corners of the three supply bundles.
“Rope makes for poor straps,” she said, testing her makeshift pack, “but sore shoulders are better than having our hands full if an Alon’mahk’lar sets upon us.” She gave them both a hard stare.
“We cannot stay here,” she said, handing Lakaan the depleted waterskin. “We will walk days and nights, until we are through the mountains.”
“And break our fool necks for the effort?” Lakaan complained.
“The trail is not easy,” Zera admitted, “but it is passable, even in the dark. Besides, staying still too long in these mountains is to invite the company of death.”
Lakaan weighed that for a moment, as if he were willing to take his chances, then shrugged in resignation. “So be it,” he muttered, and passed the waterskin to Leitos.
A long day followed, the beginning of a ceaseless march through a parched, desolate land. The open road narrowed to a rocky trail barely fit for travel. Behind them the broken canyons, through which Leitos and Lakaan had journeyed, stretched far away under an ugly haze. Dark gray and lichen encrusted, the mountains stood around them, an impregnable wall seamed with the sullen reds of molten rock. Where it had cooled and hardened, the new stone was darker still, clinging to the floors of dizzying ravines. Ever the reek of sulfur left them gasping and choking by turns. What vegetation grew was tough and scrubby. Spiny leaves hung curled and yellowed, starving for pure water and bright sunlight.
Zera called a halt one evening at a wide spot on the trail overlooking a gorge so deep that shadows hid the bottom. A muted roaring told of an abundance of water leaping and crashing amongst boulders far below. A battered bridge spanning the gap drew Leitos’s eye. Deep ruts grooved its surface, like those he had seen made by wagons on the road to Zuladah. Zera answered Leitos’s question before he could ask it.
“Once,” she said, her voice tossed and pulled by a fitful breeze, “this route was one of the greatest trade roads in all of Geldain.”
She saw Leitos’s doubtful expression and explained, “Ancient stories tell that from Zuladah to what was once the city of Imuraa, merchants used this route to avoid the stormy months on the Sea of Sha’uul. Great armies once trod this road, as did lesser merchants—those more given to smuggling than honest trade. That was a thousand and more years before the Upheaval, during the reign of the Suanahad Empire. Now it is a trail barely fit for walking, and seldom used even for that. I expect the day will soon come when every lingering trace of what was, will be lost.”
The finality of that statement fell over Leitos even as the last, muted rays of sunlight winked from the sky. “And then what?” he wondered aloud.
“Then some fool will build it all up again,” Lakaan said, peering into the impenetrable gloom under the bridge, “and another fool will tear it down. Birth, life, death … such is the way of things.”
“So our purpose is to live a life that amounts to nothing, and then die?”
“Some believe Pa’amadin has a design,” Zera said, “but it is not for us to know.”
Leitos gave her a quizzical look. “Do you believe that?”
“My purpose is to see you safe into the hands of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield,” Zera said. “Whether that is the will of Pa’amadin or not, I cannot say.”
“Brothers of the Crimson Shield!” Lakaan barked. He wheeled, not looking childlike anymore, but dangerous. “You have been traipsing us through these accursed hinterlands, searching after that false dream?”
Zera leveled a flat stare at him. “You are free to go where you wish, old friend, but I am taking Leitos to those who can help.”
“They do not exist!” Lakaan shouted, the words echoing away.
“They do,” Zera countered with deadly serenity. “Elsewise, they would not be sought after by the Faceless One.”
Leitos looked between them, then settled on Zera. “Tell him,” he insisted.
“Tell me what?” Lakaan demanded.
“That they do exist,” Leitos said slowly, “because she is of their order.”
Lakaan roared harsh laughter. He did not notice Zera’s fury, nor her hand falling to her sword hilt, but Leitos did. “She is no more a warrior of the Crimson Shield than I am. By the gods good and dead, boy, she is—”
A howl cut off whatever he was about to say. Thick with malice, it pushed up the trail and encompassed the trio, then sped past them and over the bridge, fading under the sound of rushing waters.
Zera’s sword flashed from its scabbard. “Go,” she ordered in a tone that ended any arguments before they could begin. “Stay on the trail as far as it takes you. I will find you, as I did before.” She wheeled and sprinted back down the trail. A moment more and she was gone from sight.
Another howl broke over Leitos and Lakaan, carrying with it all the dark promises of before. Not again, Leitos thought. He had taken two unconscious steps after Zera when Lakaan caught his arm in a crushing grip.
“There is much you do not know or understand, boy,” he snarled. “Believe me, now more than ever, when I say she can look after herself. Believe, as well, that her doing so is a sight you do not want to behold.”
At another of those terrible howls, Lakaan moved beyond explanations to action. He spun Leitos about and shoved him. “Run, damn you! RUN!”



Chapter 24
 
   One moment Leitos was struggling to keep his footing over the bridge’s cracked surface, the next he tripped and fell hard against the low rail. The crumbling stonework, having survived the ravages of ages, the Upheaval, and the constant abuses of the Mountains of Fire, fell away with an almost trivial grating noise, taking Leitos with it.
Leitos clawed, seeking purchase he could not find. His legs flew out over the drop. The edge of the bridge slid under him, scraping his upper legs, his belly, his chest, then he lost all contact. The world tipped and spun. Lakaan ran toward him … too slow. Then Lakaan was gone, and the stars wheeled overhead—
His shout became a pained grunt when Lakaan caught hold of his wrist, arresting his plummet. Lakaan heaved back, flinging him toward the center of the bridge. The big man gathered himself, hauled Leitos to his feet, dragged him along to the far end of the bridge, and then pushed Leitos forward with a warning that iced Leitos’s blood. “They’re coming!”
His near-plummet forgotten in the face of greater danger, Leitos sprinted away. Lakaan came after, bellowing, “Run faster!”
Past the bridge, the trail fell in a steep decline, a wide ledge cut into the face of a vertical cliff. Leitos spun back when Lakaan’s cries changed.
The big man had stopped and held a crude dagger, half as long as Zera’s sword, angled across his chest. His opposite arm was outstretched, his hand raised like a shield. A creature stalked down the trail, while another clung to the cliff above Lakaan. Leitos had never seen such beasts, but he knew them for what they were by stories his grandfather had told. Wolves.
Not wolves, Leitos told himself, but Alon’mahk’lar. His next thought was for Zera. Had they gotten past her, or had they—
“No,” he prayed aloud. “Please, not that.”
The wolves’ eyes reflected back the moonlight in malignant, shifting hues—first a murky yellow, then muddy crimson, then a swirling dull silver. Leitos had never seen an Alon’mahk’lar with eyes that changed color, but that did not mean they were not Sons of the Fallen.
They closed in, muscles bunching. Dark sable bristles covered the smaller of the two creatures, which crawled spiderlike along the cliff face. It held to the rock using not paws but long-fingered hands tipped with wicked talons. The larger wolf, standing chest-high to Lakaan, wore a tawny pelt. It bared its glimmering white teeth, each matching the size of the knife Leitos clutched in his hand.
“Give over the boy,” the tawny beast said, its voice a guttural rasp. Leitos nearly screamed upon hearing it speak. All that stopped him was the terrible knowledge that he knew that voice.
“Take him!” Lakaan yelled, abruptly spinning on his heel and running headlong at Leitos. The trail was too narrow to avoid getting trampled. Leitos backpedaled, shouting for Lakaan to stop, but the big man gained speed with every step.
The wolves sprang. In their greed for the kill, they slammed into each other and fell to the trail in a snarling tangle. The darker one yelped and bounded away. Holding up one bloodied leg, it flattened its ears, growling low in its throat. The second wolf darted after Lakaan.
Leitos fled before a screeching Lakaan and the Alon’mahk’lar wolf. The short chase ended when the beast crashed into Lakaan. He screamed, thrashing the dagger over his shoulder. The wolf avoided the blade, and drove Lakaan to his knees.
Leitos ran back. As the gap narrowed between him and the struggling foes, the wolf reared its head back and howled. Froth flew from its mouth, slathering Lakaan’s face. Driven into a frenzy, Lakaan fought to get free, but the wolf’s freakishly human fingers clenched, sinking talons deep into his back and shoulders.
Leitos raised his knife, loosing his own cry. The wolf’s howl cut off and, staring at Leitos, it grinned. In that moment, its shifting eyes burned with red glee. Powerful jaws closed on Lakaan’s neck, stilling his fearful wails. Wrenching its head to the side, the wolf ripped the life from Lakaan, just as Leitos came close enough to use his knife. Hot blood sprayed over his cheeks and brow. Leitos swung the blade, raking sharp steel across the wolf’s muzzle. Reversing his swing, Leitos slashed again, and the wolf released Lakaan’s corpse to scramble backward. The tip of the blade just skimmed one of its eyes, stealing away that dread crimson light.
With no thought to skill, Leitos waded in, hacking and slashing. His feet slid in Lakaan’s blood, and he threw out a hand to catch himself. The needlelike spines of the wolf’s pelt punctured his palm, and Leitos jerked back. In a last, wild strike, he buried his blade in the creature’s neck. The wolf flung itself away in a twisting leap, taking Leitos’s weapon with it, and ran back the way it had come. Its darker companion had already vanished.
Gasping, Leitos searched the darkness for any sign of Zera, but found none. He called her name, but the only answer was the rumble of water deep in the gorge. A heartbeat later, the wolves howled in the distance. He waited a moment more, indecisive, then turned and ran. He feared for Zera’s safety, but if anything, it was the wolves that should be afraid. Whether she got to them before they came after him, was another matter. His flying feet barely touched the ground as he sprinted away. All became a blur. He fell many times, but the tumbles meant nothing, only getting away did.
He did not halt until his booted feet splashed into icy water. That cold bath cleared his head. Gulping air, he gazed about at the lightening day, unable to believe that the wolves had not given chase. I escaped, he thought, relieved, if not a little bewildered.
The land had changed during his flight. The ankle-deep stream flowed broad and clear through a canyon braced on either side by low hills carpeted in tall, summer-yellowed grass. A few trees dotted the hills. Not scrubby thorn bushes, but real trees. Most towered two and three times his height, and some taller still. The air, which had burned his lungs for so long, smelled fresh and was free of the sulfurous haze. Hills waited ahead, no telltale veins of molten rock marring their flanks.
He faced east and scanned the Mountains of Fire, standing between him and the rising sun. They ascended stark and black, close enough to be imposing, but far enough to give him a sense of relief at having escaped them. For the moment, he avoided thinking on Lakaan’s death and Zera’s absence, and focused instead on taking advantage of the stream, and the apparent tranquility of the moment. After that, he had to get farther from the mountains, and all that hunted within them.
After drinking his fill of the sweetest water he had ever tasted, he made his way to the far side of the stream, filled his waterskin, and reorganized his pack into a firmer bundle. While he worked, the bushes along the stream’s bank came alive with songbirds harvesting a wealth of dark, purple-black berries.
If those are good enough for birds, they are good enough for me. He plucked one, squeezed a drop of juice onto the tip of his tongue. Sweetness flooded his mouth. Then he was dumping the berries into his mouth by the handful, indifferent to the small thorns that guarded the precious fruit. The sticky purple juice stained his hands, lips, and chin.
Full to bursting, he went back to the stream and washed away most of the stains, then drank again. After another search of the eastern bank, it was with great reluctance that Leitos adjusted the straps of his pack, and set out in the opposite direction. He did not know how far he had to go, but he was beyond the Mountains of Fire, and that meant he was closer to the Crown of the Setting Sun and the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. Zera was somewhere behind him. In the deepest reaches of his heart and soul he knew she would be coming. She had told him to stay on the trail and she would find him, and he believed her.
Between one step and the next, the sun edged above the mountains, casting shafts of golden radiance upon the world. Leitos stopped in his tracks. Without question, the land through which he now trod was arid, but nothing like the waterless desert wastelands he knew. Birds sang as if in praise to the coming day, insects whirred in dense thickets, and there, just at the edge of a field, he saw a pair of antlered animals he knew as deer from his grandfather. They saw him and bounded away in graceful leaps, their short bushy tails waving. He felt awake and truly alive for the first time in his life, like all he had experienced before was just a nightmare.
It was no dark dream, he told himself. It was all
as real as this place. Something Zera had said to him filtered through the events that had come afterward. “Some believe Pa’amadin has a design … but it is not for us to know.”
“What if it is for us to know?” Leitos questioned under his breath. “What if Pa’amadin places the truth of his will for our lives before us, but leaves the recognizing and care of that truth to us?”
A hush fell, as if the world waited for him to find a puzzle piece he had not known he sought. No answer came, and he let it go. If there was some plan for him, then it would surely make itself known, one way or another.
Despite the constant running and hiding over the last many days, he felt refreshed. He walked slowly at first, loosening the stiffness that had settled into his muscles, then strode out. The trail he followed was a trail no longer. Wider than two wagons abreast, the ancient road ran west. Grass and low bushes had taken root in the joints between the paving stones, in many cases cracking or heaving them out of the underlying soil. No matter the overgrowth, the road was passable. Somewhere along it waited Imuraa, the bone-town Zera had mentioned. Leitos peeked over his shoulder. She will find me, he thought, hoping it was sooner rather than later.
When Leitos turned back, he saw a man under a tree. His feet faltered to a stop. Leitos closed his eyes and opened them, thinking shadows under the tree’s boughs were playing tricks. The man remained, cloaked head to foot in pale, threadbare robes, and huddled against the tree.
Leitos carefully reached into his satchel, searching for his knife. His hands went still when he remembered burying it in the neck of the wolf that had attacked him. In his mind’s eyes, he also recalled Lakaan’s dagger, flung away from his outstretched hand. In the aftermath of that battle, it had never crossed his mind to retrieve the dagger. I am no more dangerous with a blade than without. The thought was supposed to be reassuring, but fell flat.
At a distance of over a hundred paces, he did not think the man had seen him yet. By his posture—head bowed against arms wrapped around his bent knees—he might have been sleeping. Leitos had decided to skirt around the man, when he raised his head.
“You might as well come up here,” the man advised in a slightly familiar voice. A moment more, and a name and face came to Leitos. Pathil!
He spun away, choosing the path taken by the deer. From the corner of his eye, he saw the Hunter rise up and give chase. Leitos could not outrun him. He halted, caught up a fist-sized stone, and stood his ground. The Hunter stopped not more than twenty feet away. Leitos waited, knowing his aim was not good enough to dispatch his enemy, even if the distance had been halved.
Moments stretched out while they eyed each other, and Leitos came to the conclusion that the man before him was not Pathil, after all. This man was much taller, nearly as tall as Sandros, though far more slender. With a disconcerting casualness, the man planted the tall staff he was carrying in the ground at his feet and leaned on it. A hood obscured his face, and from a broad leather belt he wore a long, scabbarded sword. Nothing he did seemed overtly threatening, but Leitos felt sure he was dangerous.
“I am Ba’Sel,” the man finally said, pulling back his hood to reveal a face as dark as Pathil’s, marking him as the race that had given rise to the Asra a’Shah. Shorn of all hair, his head shone in the sunlight. Like Pathil, there was a handsomeness to him, his features unlined and somehow noble. Despite the dangerous air about him, his dark eyes glinted with disarming warmth.
“I have no quarrel with you,” Leitos warned.
Ba’Sel flashed a white smile. “That is good, for I can see that you are a fearsome youth. Such a wildness can be tamed—and should be. Given half a chance, I dare say I could shape you into a weapon that any Alon’mahk’lar would fear.”
Leitos thought the man was mocking him, but he actually seemed sincere. None of that about being turned into a weapon mattered, though. “Will you let me pass?”
“Of course,” Ba’Sel said amiably. “But then, why would you want to pass? Have you not been seeking my order, the Brothers of the Crimson Shield? I am of the mind that in finding me at last—or rather, in me finding you—it would be foolish to turn aside. Do you not agree, Leitos?”
Leitos caught his breath. “How do you know who I am?” He thought too late that he should have kept silent, instead of proving his identity by speaking up.
“It has been revealed to me,” Ba’Sel said evasively, “by someone who would very much like to see you again.”
“Zera!” Leitos blurted, unable to control himself.
“I am curious, how exactly did you meet her?”
“She did not tell you?” Leitos asked, surprised. When Ba’Sel shook his head, Leitos said, “She took me from two Hunters. Since then, she has kept me out of their hands on the way west. Last night, she went after a pair of wolves in the mountains—Alon’mahk’lar wolves—but they got around her and came after me. The man who was with us, Lakaan, he … he fell to one.” Leitos did not see any reason to bring up the man’s cowardice at the end, when he had offered Leitos up to the wolves. “After that, I fled.”
“We should go,” Ba’Sel said, as if nothing Leitos had explained carried any great significance. “This land is not so abysmal as the dark reaches within the Mountains of Fire, but it is just as deadly.”
“How can I believe that you are who you claim to be?” Leitos demanded.
“I should think placing your name with a face I have never seen is enough,” Ba’Sel said dryly. “Also, I know your purpose.”
Leitos could find no argument to counter that simple logic. Viewing humankind as less than animals, Alon’mahk’lar did not acknowledge the names by which people called each other. While the slavemasters had surely passed his description to every Hunter in Geldain, they would not have attached his name to it. He scanned the low, rounded hilltops, but saw nothing to indicate he was near his goal.
“If you search for the Crown of the Setting Sun,” Ba’Sel said, guessing Leitos’s intent, “then you seek in vain.”
“Has it been destroyed?” Leitos asked, dismayed.
“Many years gone,” Ba’Sel admitted.
“I do not understand.”
Ba’Sel tugged the end of his staff from the ground and signaled for Leitos to follow. He hesitated only a moment, then joined the brother. As they walked, Ba’Sel explained.
“We remain hidden by moving to new safe havens. If Alon’mahk’lar patrols come too close, we move. If any of our brothers are captured, we move. If there is any indication that our secrecy has been breached, we flee without hesitation. Sometimes our refuge is a mountaintop bastion, as was the first of its name, other times not. Moving so frequently, and finding suitable places to hide and train ourselves, makes for a difficult life. However, it has ensured that the servants of Faceless One have never found us after that first time. And like all others, he still looks in vain for the Crown of the Setting Sun, unable to accept that it no longer exists. At some point, he may realize his folly, but not—”
The wail of an Alon’mahk’lar horn cut him short. More followed suit, dozens, screaming like wicked spirits far back in the Mountains of Fire. When the horns fell silent, howls and guttural roars took up the cry of the hunt.
“And here I had planned to spend a pleasant day with a new friend,” Ba’Sel chuckled, strapping his sword belt across his back.
“It is time to run,” Ba’Sel said, repeating words Leitos had long since grown accustomed to hearing.



Chapter 25
 
   Ba’Sel trotted back to the road, then headed straight for the Mountains of Fire and the hunting Alon’mahk’lar. Leitos was about to question the man’s judgment, when they splashed to the center of the stream and turned south.
“The water will mask our scent,” Ba’Sel said, as if teaching an apprentice. Leitos only nodded. He had run enough since fleeing the mines to know he should conserve his breath when he could.
Where Leitos fought the maddening urge to take flight, Ba’Sel calmly stooped and brought a cupped handful of water to his lips. Only his dark eyes, scanning the wooded hillsides for any sign of movement, indicated that he felt any sense of alarm. Save for flitting birds and rustling leaves, nothing moved.
When the horns wailed anew, closer now, Ba’Sel set out downstream. Leitos splashed along in his wake, wondering how long he would be able to keep the pace after having run through the night. Soon enough he stopped thinking anything, except that he despised the sound of horns and the baying of demon wolves.
For many miles, the stream meandered slow and shallow. Moss slicked the stones below the surface, and more than once Ba’Sel had to pluck Leitos from the water. Soaked as Leitos was, he did not at first realize that the stream was getting wider and swifter. Fed by other streams coming down off the mountains, it was becoming a river.
“Can you swim?” Ba’Sel asked, raising his voice above the river’s deep, watery gurgle.
“Enough to keep from drowning,” Leitos said.
Ba’Sel eyed him askance, no doubt wondering how a slave had learned the skill, then nodded in acceptance. “That is enough.”
A flurry of howls went up, closer than ever, driven to a frenzy by the horns.
Ba’Sel glanced at Leitos’s pack. “If there is anything that cannot be replaced, take it out, and give the rest to me.”
Leitos handed over the pack. “I have nothing.”
“Swim where you need to, but let the current do the work of carrying you downstream,” Ba’Sel advised, his eyes on the steep, forested hillsides overlooking the river. “I will rejoin you shortly.”
Leitos’s heart sped up. “Where are you going?”
In his instructing tone, Ba’Sel said, “I am going to spread your scent through the forest. That will gain us some time to get ahead of these accursed beasts.” He paused, then said, “Are you afraid?”
Leitos saw no reason to lie. “Yes.”
“That is good,” Ba’Sel said, offering a comforting smile. “Let that fear into your soul, but do not let it run free. It will lend you strength. You must harness fear, and all other emotions, Leitos, bend their consuming, chaotic power to your will.”
“I will try,” Leitos said doubtfully.
Ba’Sel gave him an encouraging nod, then waded toward the eastern shore. Leitos waited to see if Ba’Sel would look back, but he never did. Once on shore, he vanished into the forest. Another howl convinced Leitos it was time to leave.
Swimming the river proved far easier than walking, and floating along easier still. And as long as he was moving, harnessing his fear, as Ba’Sel had suggested, did not seem so hard. While he was not exactly sure what that meant, or how to do it, every time a horn shrilled through the forest, or a howl sent birds winging toward the sky, he found that his tired arms gained enough strength to keep propelling him downstream.
When the sun hovered directly overhead, Leitos realized that the sounds of pursuit had stopped. He tried to remember if they had ceased all at once, or gradually fallen behind, and decided on the latter. Stroking along and drawing deep, even breaths, he looked for Ba’Sel, but saw only trees overhanging the rippling blue-green river, its surface dancing with sunlight. He could almost imagine there was no danger.
Ba’Sel gave Leitos a start when he materialized on the riverbank up ahead. He looked around, spotted Leitos, then slipped into the water. When he was close, he motioned for Leitos to swim toward the opposite shore.
“The wolves are busy hunting ghosts for their Alon’mahk’lar brothers,” Ba’Sel said with a broad grin, “but as they are not strictly Alon’mahk’lar, they are more cunning beasts than the slavemasters you faced in the mines.”
“What do you mean the wolves are not Alon’mahk’lar?” Leitos asked in confusion.
“What they are is of no matter, at the moment,” Ba’Sel said, leading them on.
After climbing back onto dry land, they trotted themselves dry, heading south and west until late in the day, climbing one hill after another. The forest of cool shade and dappled sunlight thinned to groves, separated by wide fields of sparse grass and jutting rock.
Having come to appreciate the cover provided by the forest, being exposed left Leitos continually glancing in all directions. In doing so, he found that the forest was only a thin green band, perhaps a league wide, following the river near the base of the Mountains of Fire. Beyond that, the desert began to impose itself again.
By dusk, the rugged hills had become sandstone plateaus. It was a familiar landscape, but Leitos felt no love for it. Neither did he want to run any farther. He struggled to remember a time when he had not been running and hiding.
Ba’Sel paused amid a patch of dusty green sagebrush, plucked a handful of foliage, and vigorously rubbed it on the soles of his boots, instructing Leitos to do the same. “Wolves can track far better than their predecessors—those you would know as slavemasters. But with a little help,” he said, holding up the ruined bit of sage, “we will become just another stinking weed in their noses. Come, we still have many miles to travel before we can rest.”
That was the last thing Leitos wanted to hear, but he plodded after Ba’Sel. As it always did, the sun fell fast over the desert, and the black of night followed just as swiftly. Jackals took up the hunt, calling out to one another in voices that seemed to speak of struggle and hardship. The waning moon rose, highlighting the slumbering landscape in a weak glow.
Leitos was asleep on his feet when a horn’s wail jerked him and Ba’Sel to a halt. For the first time since meeting him, Leitos thought he saw something besides calm in the man’s demeanor. It was not anxiety that showed on his face so much as outrage.
“How could they have found us so easily?” Leitos asked, dismayed.
“I do not know,” Ba’Sel growled, and sped up.
Leitos struggled to keep pace, searched for the strength fear would lend him, but he was either beyond such helpful terror, or his muscles simply had nothing left to give. He soon fell behind. Each breath tore at his lungs, and his legs swung in slow, numb arcs. Without question, the Alon’mahk’lar and the wolves were closing the gap.
Something snagged his toe, and Leitos sprawled in the dirt. He tried to stand, but his body refused to cooperate. His lungs heaved. When he looked up, blood dripped from his smashed lips to his chin. Of Ba’Sel, the man had disappeared!
As Leitos struggled to his knees, a guttural howl turned his head. Not more than a dozen paces off, two crimson eyes rushed toward him. A heartbeat more and a brutish wolf materialized from the gloom, racing toward him at full speed.
I am dead, Leitos thought with no surprise or burst of terror. Instead it was a calm musing, vaguely remorseful, and undeniably the truth. He had run his last.



Chapter 26
 
   A strong hand caught his hood and dragged him into a hidden cleft in the ground. For the barest moment, Leitos imagined an underworld demon taking him into Geh’shinnom’atar. Where he had been strangely calm before, now he fought, the will to survive giving him a wild, desperate strength. Another hand clapped over his mouth and he bit down. No matter what he did, the creature dragging him down into the earth was relentless and strong. Complete darkness closed over him, and dust clogged his nostrils.
“Be still,” Ba’Sel snapped.
Relief poured through Leitos and he relaxed, allowing Ba’Sel to run, carrying him like a sack. The warrior’s labored breathing was harsh and erratic, amplified by the close confines. His footsteps thudded like a drumbeat. A howl from behind seemed to slam into them with physical force, and then the shriek of claws tearing at rock filled the narrow space.
“We will make it,” Ba’Sel muttered to himself. He kept repeating those words, as if they were a command. All at once he flung Leitos ahead, and he bounced off a rough stone wall and sprawled in the sand.
Ba’Sel’s figure danced between the advancing wolves’ burning red eyes and Leitos. There came a grating noise that drowned out the wolf’s growls, then a roar of falling stone filled the passageway. Dust billowed, leaving Leitos coughing uncontrollably.
Rough hands pulled him to his feet, and Ba’Sel wheezed, “We must keep going. They will soon dig their way through.”
Despite his warning, he moved away and rummaged around back toward the rock fall. The sound of metal scraping over stone, followed by a shower of sparks, drew Leitos’s attention.
In the stuttering light, Ba’Sel knelt over something, his back toward Leitos. The light vanished, leaving a dizzying afterimage. The flickering flash came again … faded … then a small flame burst to life on the end of a torch. Resin-dipped rushes flared bright with a hissing crackle, and Ba’Sel stood up. The natural passage proved no wider than two men abreast, and the ceiling hung a bare inch above the warrior’s head.
He handed Leitos a pair of unlit torches taken from a niche in the wall near the rock fall. “We are far from safety, and even that refuge may be in question now,” he said without explanation. “We must hurry.”
Cradling the torches, Leitos hurried after Ba’Sel. The passage twisted and turned, with many new passages branching off into the darkness. Footprints dimpled the sandy floor, but he could not have guessed how old they were.
Only when Ba’Sel’s torch began guttering out did Leitos see the first indication that people did more than walk these dark ways. At the junction of four passages, two small clay pots sat in a niche in the wall. Both had tops sealed with wax. After lighting a second torch, Ba’Sel cocked his head, listening. Far, far away, the grinding sounds of shifting rock slithered toward them.
“They are not through yet,” Ba’Sel said, relieved.
He handed Leitos the burning torch and moved to the clay pots. After studying faint markings on the tops of each, he chose one and went a little way down the passage. Leitos held the torch high, moving his head back and forth in a bid to see what the brother was up to.
Ba’Sel worked with haste, but carefully. After using a knife to slice away the wax, he set the top aside and poured a measure of thin oil into a bowl cleverly concealed behind a knuckle of stone protruding from the wall. He did the same on the other side, then made his way farther down the corridor, performing the same task a half a dozen times, until he was twenty or more paces back the way they had come.
Leitos studied the closest bowl and found that a small wooden lever sat under its bottom edge, and attached to that was a very fine black string. The line zigzagged back and forth from the bowls to the low ceiling through a series of tiny, nearly invisible metal rings. Like the first bowl, all the subsequent bowls, metal rings, and the line were invisible to anyone coming the way Ba’Sel had brought them. The last thing the warrior did was to unwind a tail of the line and stretch it low over the ground, farther down the passage from the last bowl. As he worked, the line tensed and released, jiggling the levers under the bowls.
When Ba’Sel came back and retrieved the second pot, he answered Leitos’s questioning look. “I am setting a snare. This,” he said, slicing the wax off the clay container, “is a gift given us soon after the Faceless One rose to power. An old woman, Hya of the Sisters of Najihar, showed us how to make it, just before her long years took her from us.”
“What is it?” Leitos asked, careful not to touch anything, as he followed Ba’Sel to the farthest bowl.
“The Blood of Attandaeus,” Ba’Sel said grimly. “The Nectar of Judgment. A single drop of any liquid sets it alight—we use oil, because it flows better and does not splash so easily as water. Nothing can smother its fire before it has burned away.”
Ba’Sel knelt on the ground and brushed clear a line in the sand, revealing a thin slat of wood. He pried up the slat and set it aside. Below waited a deep, narrow groove etched into solid rock. One end was open to a sloping gutter gouged in the wall under the bowl of oil waiting above.
With excruciating care, Ba’Sel filled the groove on the floor with what looked like glimmering crimson sand, replaced the slat, and then covered it with sand. They retreated a little way, and he repeated the task. By the time he began filling the fifth groove, sweat glistened on his brow. He daubed it away with his sleeve, took a few deep, calming breaths, and continued until the last groove was filled and covered. While he had no doubt of the destructive nature of fire, Leitos wondered aloud how such a trap could work.
“When the first enemy trips that far line,” Ba’Sel said, pointing down the passage, all the bowls tip at once. The oil is thin and flows fast, but not too fast. Once it ignites the Blood of Attandaeus, even a running intruder will not have passed this point before the flames trap it. Anyone or anything behind it will also be consumed.”
“What if more come,” Leitos asked, “after the first wave?”
Ba’Sel smiled humorlessly. “My brothers and I can set enough traps to destroy a small army. They may not be needed, for even the most bloodthirsty Alon’mahk’lar fears death enough to reconsider a useless attack. Nevertheless, I will set all I can.”
True to his word, Ba’Sel set many more traps along the way. The first two were rock falls like the one he had used to block their pursuers, the next was an even more elaborate snare using the Blood of Attandaeus, in which crumbly clay pipes routed the deadly substance overhead, and also along the ground. Other traps employed unseen mechanisms that hurled darts tipped in poison, or hinged grates arrayed with wicked iron spikes. The farther they went, the more deadly the contraptions became.
“They have to be,” Ba’Sel said, when Leitos asked after the reason. “If an enemy is tenacious enough to come so far, then they are truly a deadly foe.”
“Has an enemy ever come so far?”
“Only in our first Sanctuary,” Ba’Sel said, tying off a trip line which would unleash a fall of dust that, he explained, was laced with powder from a plant that dissolved the eyes and liquefied the lungs.
As they pressed on, he spoke of another matter. “Rumors say that the Faceless One is tightening his grip across Geldain, perhaps all the world. I have heard that the bone-towns are teeming with Mahk’lar and strange Alon’mahk’lar, not those brutish wretches that serve as slavemasters, but other things. Neither I nor my brothers know what this means, but there can be no question that the world is changing. I fear that the darkest days since the Upheaval are before us.”
“I was in a bone-town overrun with Mahk’lar and their vile creations,” Leitos said. “With Zera.”
Ba’Sel seemed about to say something, but then pressed his lips together, and led them into a series of ever tighter passages. At one point the main passage took a sharp turn around a jut of stone. Instead of continuing on, the brother circled around the protruding rock and got down on his hands and knees. “Stay close,” he advised.
They followed the flickering torchlight into a suffocating crevice. Going forward proved to be sweaty work that forced them to contort themselves around sharp rocks and tight corners. They finally emerged in a small chamber. In the wall to one side, a small opening overlooked a pool of water far below.
Ba’Sel raised his torch, showing an arched doorway at one end of the chamber, and beyond a near vertical set of steps leading down. At the top of the stairs a bronze disk splotched with green corrosion hung by a length of rope attached to an iron ring set in the ceiling. Ba’Sel rapped the disk twice in rapid succession with the hilt of his dagger. The resonant notes filled the chamber and echoed away.
“This will let my brothers know one of their own has returned.” When the disk fell silent, he struck it three more times. “That,” he said, “will tell them death follows close at my heels.”
Leitos cringed. “Won’t that lead the Alon’mahk’lar and the wolves to us?”
“If they are through the first barrier, they will hear the gong as easily as my brothers,” Ba’Sel said. “But beyond this grotto, the alarm sounds as if it is coming from all directions, making it hard to pinpoint. My brothers standing watch up ahead will hear it and repeat the message. Farther along, other guards will do the same, until the Sanctuary is alerted to the coming danger.”
Ba’Sel led them down the steep steps. Leitos abandoned counting the stairs after he passed three hundred. Soon after, his weary legs buckled and he stumbled into Ba’Sel. The warrior’s quick grab pulled him back from falling into the well of darkness that waited on their left side.
“Unless you can fly,” Ba’Sel said, firmly placing him nearer to the wall, “you may not want to go that way.”
Leitos swallowed. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply until the quivering in his legs subsided.
“Can you continue?” Ba’Sel asked patiently.
Leitos nodded, hoping they were almost to the Sanctuary.
Not long after they escaped the stairs, another passage brought them within sight of a torch thrust into a hole in the wall. A figure waited in shadow.
“Ulmek?” Ba’Sel called.
“It is I, brother,” the man said, coming fully into the light. He wore robes sewn from mismatched rags. When they drew closer, Ulmek halted Leitos with a withering stare. “Is that him?” He was shorter than Ba’Sel and of an age with him. His deeply bronzed skin clung to the bones of his face, making it into a brooding, sinister mask.
“Yes,” Ba’Sel said, affectionately clapping a hand on his shoulder. “We cannot hold him to account.”
“You may soon change your mind,” Ulmek said gruffly.
“Has something happened?” Ba’Sel demanded.
“Besides the enemy at your heels, Alon’mahk’lar are swarming the eastern hills near the Arch of Tracien, and more have been spotted just south of the White Dunes. We have heard nothing out of the north or west. Daris and Sumahn should have returned before now, but have not.”
“Our enemies have been closer before. As to our brothers, they are both of them young and strong—”
“And reckless,” Ulmek interjected. “It would not surprise me if either of them joined battle with one of the Sons of the Fallen, hoping to collect a trophy to prove they had.”
“They know better.”
“As did we,” Ulmek said with a harsh chuckle, “but that never stayed our hands.”
Ba’Sel ignored that. “Is the Sanctuary ready?”
“Before the last sounding faded, all were armed and waiting,” Ulmek said with a note of pride.
“Alon’mahk’lar come behind us,” Ba’Sel said gravely, “and also their wolves.”
“Wolves?” Ulmek spat. “I knew the day it was decided to help those wretches we would pay a price.”
Leitos looked between them, trying to understand why they would have let wolves into the Sanctuary.
“Come,” Ba’Sel said, “we must join our brothers and prepare to fend off our enemy.”
Ulmek shook his head and cursed bitterly. “Even now, you cannot admit that you erred.”
“Rest assured, we will speak of this later,” Ba’Sel said, looking ten years older.
“If we live that long,” Ulmek growled. He stalked into the waiting gloom, leaving Ba’Sel and Leitos to follow or stay.
“Do not mind him,” Ba’Sel said wearily. “Ever has Ulmek been given to wrath for wrath’s sake. But there is no better man to have at your side in battle.”
Leitos looked after Ulmek. “What did he mean about ‘helping wretches?’ ”
“Let us hurry,” Ba’Sel said, pointedly ignoring the question. “As I said before, there is someone waiting for you.”
“It is Zera, isn’t it?” Leitos said, glad for the distraction.
“Love,” Ba’Sel muttered with a shake of his head, and turned away.
Grinning sheepishly, Leitos followed.



Chapter 27
 
   A dozen doors of thick, iron-banded wood—all of which were shut and barred by robed watchmen upon their passing—stood between them and the Sanctuary. Leitos had never fully imagined the fortress of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, but he had anticipated more than what he encountered when he passed through the final doorway.
In the light of dozens of torches, the chamber reached no more than ten paces high, spread twice as wide, and ran half again as long. Along the curve of one wall, wooden ladders led up to a ledge that gave access to what could only be sleeping quarters, which were not so different than the cells in which he had slept in the mines. And where he had thought that perhaps there would be hundreds of warriors, their numbers proved pitifully small, no more than four score. All save a handful had assembled at the far end of the chamber, while the remainder ran past Ba’Sel and Leitos with brief nods of greeting.
“I hoped you would have more time for your reunion, but you must hurry,” Ba’Sel said.
Looking for Zera, Leitos asked, “Where is she?”
Ba’Sel gave him an unreadable look, then pointed to a man firing arrows into a plump sack. Something about the man’s posture caught Leitos’s attention. The man who turned was the last he expected to see. His mouth fell open in disbelief when his grandfather’s gray eyes found his.
“Leitos!” Adham cried, hastily stuffing the arrow he had been about to fire back into the quiver at his waist. He sounded less hoarse than Leitos remembered, and he looked stronger. He caught Leitos in his arms.
Leitos awkwardly returned the embrace. Of Zera, there was no sign, and despite his joyful surprise, he wondered why Ba’Sel had never said outright that his grandfather was waiting and not the woman who had rescued him from the Hunters.
The next Leitos knew, he had sat down at his grandfather’s feet, his legs too weak to hold him. He tried to say something, anything, but confusion ruled his mind.
Adham squatted down, his eyes showing concern. “Are you injured?” He ran his hands over Leitos’s shoulders and arms.
“You … I thought….” Leitos’s words dried up and he drew back to get a better look. Ever had Adham been emaciated, and he was still thin, but now he looked younger, his flesh filled out. Even his wisp of shoulder length white hair was thicker and shot through with streaks of iron gray.
“I saw you die,” Leitos muttered, unsteadily gaining his feet. Leitos backed a step away, then another. “Are you a … a spirit?”
“He is no spirit,” Ba’Sel said.
“You need water, food, and rest,” Adham said.
“I saw you die in the mines,” Leitos insisted. “How can you be here … unless—”
All weariness drained away, and he lurched clear. “Who are you?” he spat.
“You know me,” Adham said, raising his hands to show he meant no harm. “I escaped the mines soon after you did. It was a terrible battle, but we drove the slavemasters back. Others fled with me, but in our search for you, the desert took our kindred, one by one, until only I remained. The Alon’mahk’lar who survived the rebellion drove me far to the north. In time, I was able to escape.”
Leitos shook his head, unable to believe his grandfather was alive. But he was. There could be no question that the man who stood before him was the same who had raised him.
Slowly, Leitos approached his grandfather, heart swelling, tears brimming. He caught the old man in a fierce hug, feeling as though a part of himself that had been long dead was blossoming into new, vibrant life. Adham returned the embrace.
At last they broke apart, and Leitos faced Ba’Sel with a hopeful grin. “Where is Zera? Have you hidden her away somewhere?”
“There is no time to explain,” Ba’Sel said distractedly. “If our enemies have not found their way into the lower passages by now, they soon will.”
“Is she safe?” Leitos asked. “At least you can tell me that.”
Ba’Sel raised himself up to his full height. “I share your concern,” he said stiffly. “She is as a daughter to me.”
“But is she alive?” Leitos pressed.
“I have little doubt that she is,” Ba’Sel said.
Before Leitos could ask anything else, Ulmek trotted up with a harried expression. “Word has come that Alon’mahk’lar have passed under the Arch of Tracien and are converging on the Gates of the Sleeping Jackal.”
“How many?” Ba’Sel asked.
Ulmek swallowed. “Hundreds. An equal force marches from the south. Thank the gods that neither group is led by their wolves. Nevertheless, we have little time before they attack.”
“How could they have found this place?” Adham demanded, sounding as he had the day he rose up to challenge the slavemasters, like a king of men. “Unless one of your own has betrayed you?”
Ba’Sel and Ulmek shared a look with Adham that verified his unthinkable question. Adham cursed under his breath.
“If you can use that bow,” Ba’Sel said, “there is a place for you in our ranks.”
“It has been a long time,” Adham said, raising the double-curved bow before him, “but my arms and eyes have not forgotten its use.” He took a deep breath. “You have given me refuge, and now I must ask you to extend that courtesy to my kindred. Keep Leitos with you … and keep him safe.”
Ba’Sel said, “There is nowhere safe, and the most dangerous place at the moment is among our number. But I give my word, I will guard Leitos with my life, as long as it lasts me.”
“You told me your snares could hold off an army,” Leitos protested, unable to believe what he was hearing.
Ba’Sel shook his head. “An army that has no knowledge of our defenses would suffer great losses, but—”
“But since those who betrayed us and were removed from our order are among the demons that attack us,” Ulmek said, grinding his teeth in rage, “those traps are all but useless.”
“We are caught,” Ba’Sel admitted, looking between Ulmek and Adham. “I did not believe we could be, but we are. To make our stand here ensures our deaths, to the last. Yet, even if we flee, many of us will perish.”
“A few of us can stand,” Ulmek said grimly. “Our counterattack will serve as a diversion so the rest may escape. You are our leader, Ba’Sel. Take our brothers from here. I will stay behind with a few others.”
Before Ba’Sel could argue, the heavy door blocking the entrance to the lower passages exploded in a blast of indigo fire. One moment Leitos was looking between Ba’Sel, Ulmek, and Adham, wondering how things could have turned out so badly, and the next moment a hot fist of fire and smoke smashed into him. He floundered on his back, ears ringing. Shards of splintered wood and twists of iron rained down around him.
As the worst of the smoke began to clear, Ba’Sel roared and faced the invaders. One side of his robes blazed, but he entered the fray with sword bared. Ulmek shouted something over his shoulder, then joined his brother against two wolves struggling to squeeze through the narrow doorway. Growls became agonized yelps as the two men attacked, swords slashing.
“Get up!” Adham shouted, his voice muted to Leitos’s ears.
Leitos struggled up and followed after his grandfather. They did not retreat far before Adham turned back. No fear marked his expression, nor did he hesitate. As the chaos spread, Leitos’s only dazed thought was to wonder just who his grandfather had been before the Alon’mahk’lar had chained him.
Adham circled to one side and nocked an arrow. He waited until Ulmek and a smoldering Ba’Sel danced back a pace from their foes, then fired the shaft. The arrow streaked into the eye of the nearest wolf. Still jammed tight against its companion, the beast let out a terrible squeal, and began swinging its great head back and forth. Another arrow flashed into its bristled neck. The creature’s remaining eye dimmed, and blood spilled over its lolling tongue.
Ba’Sel charged in again, Ulmek by his side. They hacked at the wolves, steel ringing off thick skulls. Leitos’s insides turned at the reek of crushed bone and spilled blood that flooded from the carnage.
“Is that all?” Ulmek challenged when the wolves went still. A wild light glazed his eyes, and he gave the nearest wolf another swipe with his sword. His laughter, harsh and bellowing, mixed with the steel’s clang to make a brutal, ugly song.
A dozen brothers had come near, weapons held ready. The two wolf corpses began to shift and slide. Something was pushing against them from behind. The gathered brothers fell into wary stances, forming an arc of edged steel, spears, and drawn bows poised to attack whatever came through the doorway.
Adham pulled Leitos farther back, then placed a dagger in his hand. His grandfather seemed more imposing than he ever had before. There was nothing left of the chained man in his posture or in his gaze.
“No matter what comes,” he said in a stony voice, eyeing the dead wolves, “fight until there is no breath in your breast or blood in your veins. You are a child of the north, and that is our way.”
Leitos focused on drawing strength from his fear, the way Ba’Sel had said, but fear did not trouble him. One thought, however, did. All he had done to stay free had been for nothing. He would die this day. The dagger in his hand felt heavy and blunt, utterly useless, so he tucked it into his belt. If he fought, it would be with his bare hands.
“Do you understand?” Adham asked, a note of sorrow tingeing his voice. We are about to die, he might have said, but we will die proud.
Leitos nodded, wishing he had seen Zera once more.
Silence fell, broken only by the grotesque sounds of the shifting carcasses. One tumbled clear in a boneless heap. The creature’s broad skull, nearly severed from its neck, lolled. Where the corpse had been lodged, an irregular patch of darkness looked with festering malice upon the waiting warriors.
Instead of heaving the other wolf out with first, whatever sheltered within that darkness pulled it from sight by slow increments. Leitos waited, not daring to breathe.
The swath of darkness gradually redefined itself into an open doorway. Materializing from within, growing larger, twins points of emerald fire burned with hellish life. Leitos moaned low in his throat, knowing what he saw, but refusing to believe it.



Chapter 28
 
   “No!” Leitos tried to scream, but the denial languished, never gathering the strength needed to escape his mind. Those green eyes drew nearer. Leitos fought for a deep breath, but shock and disbelief squeezed his chest tight.
“Make ready,” Adham said, taking three resolute strides forward to stand with the brothers. He nocked arrow to string and drew it back. The bow’s bone-and-wood limbs creaked as they reached full draw, and Leitos thought he could hear his grandfather’s pulse singing softly through the taut string.
Zera moved into the smoked light of the Sanctuary, dragging behind her a pair of dark, vaporous wings. Hers was a face of beautiful death in the eldritch light blazing from her gaze. As with the sooty gloom swirling in her wake, there was something ethereal about her, an aspect of transparency.
Leitos met her stare and something unspoken passed between them. A part of him wanted to run to her, wanted to feel her touch. That part tried to convince him that he was dreaming, that even now they were together, evading demonic wolves in some high mountain pass….
Another part cursed him for a fool for ever believing such lies. That part of him showed him how she had never needed rest or food, how she had fought with strength so far beyond that of mere humankind. Her eyes, burning with a wholly unnatural inner radiance, now spoke a truth he had continually failed to see. Even Lakaan had tried to warn him. “She is no more a warrior of the Crimson Shield than I am … Believe me, now more than ever, when I say she can look after herself. Believe as well that her doing so is a sight you do not want to behold.”
And how many times had he mentioned Zera to Ba’Sel, only to have him give some evasive or empty response? Why the warrior had avoided saying what he knew outright, Leitos did not know, unless he feared that Leitos was with her. And Ba’Sel had been right to be cautious, Leitos knew, even before Ulmek’s once mysterious words rose up with awful meaning. “I knew the day it was decided to help those wretches we would pay a price … you cannot admit that you erred … since those who betrayed us and were removed from our order are among the demons that attack us, those traps are all but useless.”
Zera shifted then, drawing his eye. From behind her wings emerged two more figures Leitos knew: Sandros and Pathil! Sandros glared about with one eye until he found Leitos. The darkness of that orb changed to muddy red. A deep and weeping cut had closed the other. He was on the bridge, the wolf that killed Lakaan, the wolf I attacked!
Stabbing pain lanced through his heart at the depth of Zera’s betrayal. Zera had not gone after the wolves, she had hidden herself away so that they could slaughter Lakaan … so that they could have the chance to kill him!
But no, had she wanted him dead, she would have done it herself. In a terrible flash, Leitos saw all that had happened since Sandros had dragged him from the river … their chance meeting with Zera and Pathil … the way she had so easily poisoned her fellows and escaped with Leitos … how no matter how far they had run, they had always been but one short step ahead of their pursuers....
Mind awhirl, Leitos struggled to piece the treachery together. At some point, Zera and the others must have come under suspicion, forcing them to flee before she could lead her true kindred to the Sanctuary. In her absence, the brothers had moved the Sanctuary…. They had not been running from the Hunters, she had let them drive Leitos along, a stupid bleating sheep that, at some point, the Brothers of the Crimson Shield would find and take into their Sanctuary in honor of some ancient agreement with an Izutarian king. In so doing, they would reveal their whereabouts.
Sandros laughed in derision when he noticed Leitos’s hurt expression. “I should have taught you a last lesson, boy: Never trust love.”
Pathil moved off to the other side, smiling at the brothers like an old friend, even as he tested the edge of his sword with a thumb. “Ba’Sel,” he called merrily, “have you managed to temper brother Ulmek’s rage?”
Ba’Sel ignored the taunt and studied Zera, his eyes shimmering with tears. “After all that I did to instill honor and goodness in your heart, after all the love your brothers gave, you return now as a traitor and an enemy? And you Pathil, foolish child that you always were, you benefited from the same devotion as Zera, and more. Yet you come into our Sanctuary and make mock of the man who saved your life on no less than three occasions? Is there no shame in either of you?”
Where Zera’s face showed a spark of disgrace, Pathil shrugged, smile widening. “Shame is for humankind.”
“And what are you, if not at least part human?”
“We are Na’mihn’teghul,” Sandros snarled proudly. “Ours are the faces that all Creation will one day wear. We are the perfection that the Three never dared dream. The Faceless One has foreseen our coming, and even now paves the way for our ascendency.”
“Na’mihn’teghul?” Ba’Sel said scornfully. “Is that what you call yourself, Sandros? Have you forgotten how we took you in after you fled your master, how we made you one of our own, gave you a life and purpose?”
“You always were a fool,” Sandros rasped. “Even now, your kind heart refuses to believe that it was I who came to you, a Hunter with the intention of destroying your pathetic band.”
“Na’mihn’teghul,” Ba’Sel said again, and spat. “I disbelieved such a low and despoiled affront to Creation could exist. It appears I was wrong.”
“You are wrong about many things,” Sandros said, his body swelling, changing between flesh and mist and back again. As he grew larger, his filthy robes shredded and fell away. A tawny, bristling growth of spines thrust from his darkening skin. His face rippled, elongated, becoming a brutish muzzle. His limbs bulged and bent, yet the all too human hands remained, talons ripping free of long fingers and toes. Pathil was changing as well, but not Zera.
Leitos could not take his eyes from her, still transfixed by the horror of revelation. She recoiled from his scrutiny until pressed against the doorway at her back. At her sides, Sandros and Pathil continued to transform.
Ba’Sel raised his voice. “You think to claim eminence with your false title—the Heirs of the Three—but you are the heirs of nothing. You are the consequence of a savage violation and defiled seed. Yours is a race of mongrels, born of human and beast.”
“Enough of this!” Zera cried, her voice as vast and powerful as the tides of all the seas of the world. “I have come for the last of the Valara line. I have come for Leitos … he is mine.”
“Come as you will, demon-born,” Adham snarled, “but you will take nothing.” With an insignificant twang, Adham loosed his arrow.
The shaft hissed as it cleaved the air between itself and Zera’s heart, and the word Leitos had tried to shout before burst from his throat in a strangled cry. “NO!”
Zera smiled.



Chapter 29
 
   Dark gossamer wings folded over Zera in a protective embrace. The arrow struck that gauzy substance and burst apart. Her indistinct shape billowed and swirled, rising like streamers of black smoke, until it brushed the ceiling’s arc. Then those wings unfolded, revealing a creature of tattered mists and sweeping shadow. Zera’s eyes blazed with a terrible conceit.
Leitos had glimpsed such a creature before when he returned to help her fight Alon’mahk’lar outside a nameless bone-town. “No,” he murmured. Desolation devoured the last of his strength and conviction.
“By the Silent God of All,” Ulmek breathed, “what is that?”
“It is our doom,” Ba’Sel whispered.
Zera advanced on eddies of black smoke, and her wings spread wider, beating slowly. An overpowering shock had spread throughout the brothers, freezing them in place.
Leitos did not move, his mind still trapped at the edge of that bone-town. No matter what Zera was now, she had once fought against her own kind to protect him.
“Zera?” he murmured, his legs taking him a step nearer. Green eyes found him, recognition burning in their depths … and something more, an emotion that simply had no right to shine in such a dreadful gaze. “Do not do this,” he pleaded.
Sandros attacked then, a man no longer. Snarling, the wolf leaped at Leitos, mouth agape, rows of deadly teeth glinting in the dim light of the Sanctuary. Before Leitos could move, a misty tendril streaked from Zera and enveloped the wolf. The wisp bulged as the creature trapped within thrashed and howled. The struggle continued long, horrifying moments, during which the howls became whimpers, then abated altogether. Zera released her victim. Dissolving bones and steaming fluid splashed over the ground.
“He is mine,” she said again, her voice a crooning purr.
“Protect the boy!” Ba’Sel roared.
Many hands drew Leitos away, but he barely noticed. His focus was on Zera.
With a shout, Ulmek and a few others set themselves against Pathil and Zera. Swords broke against her vaporous form, and her gaze never left Leitos. Growling, Pathil backed away from the warriors, but was quickly surrounded. With reckless abandon, Ulmek and his brothers continued their desperate assault.
Ba’Sel, Adham, and the others carried Leitos away. A dying howl and the screams of men filled the Sanctuary … then silence fell. Leitos managed to look over his shoulder, and saw that Pathil was finished, gored through and slashed in a dozen places. Around his corpse lay a few men, torn to rags.
Zera took up the chase. When she moved away from the doorway blocking the lower passages, a surge of Alon’mahk’lar burst forth. Leitos knew them well—the slavemasters. Horned and baying, they charged around her. Cudgels and crude swords smashed against Ulmek’s pitiful band, and hobnailed soles trampled the dead under.
Zera’s wings swept slowly behind her, whipping up dust from the floor to create a blinding cloud. The infernal glow of her eyes burned through the haze, never leaving Leitos.
Leitos collected himself enough to turn and run on his own, though hands still held him fast. Before the dust obscured their faces, Leitos saw the brothers who had been waiting at the far end of the Sanctuary, all staring with dazed expressions at the enemies bearing down on them.
“Go!” Ba’Sel cried.
The bulk of Ba’Sel’s men responded as he wished, but a score rushed to protect their leader. Taking advantage of the dust, they split into two equal bands and converged on Zera’s flanks. Screams immediately filled the chamber.
Ba’Sel spared a look back, cursed, then led the way into a passageway narrow enough to force the brothers to run single-file. An unexpected voice pressed against the running men. “They are coming!” Ulmek cried. “Run!”
The passage grew tighter, but the torch-lit air cleared and smelled fresher the farther they went. Behind them, the sounds of battle faded, replaced by harsh breathing and drumming feet.
All at once, Leitos and the others burst into the open. The brothers sprinted across a broad, stepped plain of sandstone. Behind them a rugged bulge of rock rose high above the narrow cleft that led into the Sanctuary. Overhead, twinkling stars and the waning moon cast down their weak light. A few miles to the south, waves pounded themselves to foam against a thousand rocky pillars marching out into the sea.
Not rocks, Leitos thought dazedly, a sunken city. Ancient towers leaned in all directions, and what he had first believed were rounded rocks proved to be domes.
His amazement faded, as the warriors set off at a dead sprint.
Two brothers kept hold of Leitos’s arms, helping him run. After a pair of hard, desperate miles with no apparent pursuit, Ba’Sel called a halt. The brothers instantly spread out and made ready to fight.
As Leitos struggled to breathe, he knew the blessed calm could not last. Zera was coming, and with her a host of Alon’mahk’lar. He glanced at Ba’Sel and found the same despair in the warrior’s eyes that filled his own heart. Zera, why? The answer left him sick in his soul: Zera was a creature conceived only to destroy humankind.
Adham took his shoulder in hand and turned him this way and that, making sure he was not hurt. He breathed hard too, but seemed better off than Leitos. “Can you go on?” he demanded, and Leitos nodded in answer.
“We must reach the sea,” Ba’Sel said then. “We will sail for the Singing Islands. For fear of drowning, the Alon’mahk’lar dare not follow.”
“What is the use?” Ulmek countered. “The islands will shelter us for a time, but there we will be trapped. We must stand and fight.”
“We are too few, brother,” Ba’Sel said gently. “Such has always been the reason we attack from the shadows of night, and spend our days hiding below ground. We are not now, nor have we ever been, strong enough to oppose the forces of the Faceless One in open battle.”
Ulmek shook his head. “I am done running and hiding. It is all we have ever known. I say we fight. If the brotherhood is shattered, so be it.”
“No!” Ba’Sel said. “We must survive. That is the only chance that the Faceless One will one day taste destruction. We have no choice but to run this night, and fight on a day of our choosing … the right day.”
Adham pointed out what the others had failed to mention. “If the winged creature can fly, the sea will not bar its way to us.”
“Perhaps not,” Ba’Sel said in a hushed voice, “but we stand a better chance against one, no matter how fearsome, than against an army of Alon’mahk’lar.”
Back the way they had come, a thundering shriek crushed the night’s calm. All eyes turned to find a living shadow blotting out the stars above the rugged hill guarding the Sanctuary. The creature winged higher, wheeling, searching.
Zera, Leitos thought. Even after seeing her change, he could scarcely believe she was not human. She would spy them soon, and moments after that she would be upon them, destroying the brothers with the same contemptuous hatred for humankind as that shared by all Alon’mahk’lar. Once finished with Ba’Sel and his men, she would take and use him for whatever purpose she intended.
Her cry came again, filling the night. In answer, Alon’mahk’lar horns trilled far off, from all quarters save the sea.
“Whether we flee or fight, it must be decided now,” Ulmek announced, his fierce stare proclaiming what he thought was the right course.
“Some must stay behind,” Ba’Sel said in a pained voice, “in order that the rest can reach the boats and sail for the Singing Islands.”
Before he finished, a score of men had broken ranks in the defensive line. They looked on their leader with unflinching eyes. As word quietly spread, others joined the first brothers to volunteer, until none stood apart.
“I could have wished all of you would have cast down his weapons and fled,” Ba’Sel said. “That you have not leaves the choice to me.” He took a deep breath and called by name a dozen of the best archers, and did the same until an equal number of the finest swordsmen joined the first group.
“He is mine,” Leitos heard Zera say again. “Grow strong and cruel,” the voice of Adham whispered.
“I share your fear, but let none of us despair your sacrifice,” Ba’Sel was saying, voice wavering with emotion. “You will not be forgotten, my brothers.”
He might have said more, but Leitos did not hear. By then, he was running back the way they had come. Someone tried to grab him, but he dodged and kept on. Terror coursed through his veins, not courage. What drove him was guilt for allowing Zera to use him to find the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. He would not let them be annihilated for his mistake.



Chapter 30
 
   Zera came, a winged nightmare falling from the sky, scattering those brothers who had given chase. Leitos steeled himself against whatever might befall him. Misty talons gently clasped his shoulders, and Zera carried him high, the wind of her wings buffeting him. As the world fell away from his dangling feet, his stomach knotted and rolled before relaxing. In that moment he knew a freedom he could never hope to describe.
Behind him, the brothers called out as they gave chase, their voices growing smaller and smaller, until they were no more. Leitos hung limp, eyes squinted against the wind, watching as the world spread wide beneath his feet. The shield of sandstone over which he and the brothers had run looked like stairs from on high. Farther north, a dozen separate bands of Alon’mahk’lar searched for their prey. To the east, the Mountains of Fire thrust upward, daggers of rock scrawled with veins of glowing crimson. In the west, the direction Zera took him, the scrubby desert ended at an irregular line of smooth dunes, frozen waves of white sand.
The sensation of flying and seeing the world in such an exciting way was nearly all-consuming, but one thought dominated: The Brothers of the Crimson Shield would escape, if they kept on toward the sea. The Alon’mahk’lar bands were disorganized and spread too thin to catch them.
Sooner than he wanted, Zera descended to a low dune of pure white sand, and gently set his feet back where they belonged. Once released, she flew a few paces and landed gracefully. As she turned, her misty shape, the embodiment of a shadowy dream, quickly shrank and solidified. He saw before him the face he knew well. Her eyes shone with the same green, bottomless radiance as ever. A shy smile quirked her lips, as if she had not just revealed a monstrous secret, but a wondrous gift. He stared open-mouthed, trying to understand.
“I could not tell you before,” she said, sounding abashed.
“Ba’Sel said you were like a daughter to him.” As he spoke, misery and rage filled him up. “Did you betray him as easily as you did me?”
“Do you not see?” Zera countered, holding her hands out to him. “I did it for you … for us … for what we share. It pains me more than you can ever know to have deceived Ba’Sel. For you and your love, I not only turned against him, I turned on my own kind.”
She drifted closer as she spoke, until stood before him. Leitos looked into her eyes, felt himself falling into them, into her. Madness, he thought, even as their lips met, tentatively at first, then with passion. In that moment, he nearly forgot all that had happened from the time he fled the mines to now … nearly.
He broke away from her with a strangled cry. “Alon’mahk’lar, Mahk’lar, Na’mihn’teghul,” he said angrily. “Whatever you call yourself, you are demon-born—and demons love only the slaughter!”
“Even I believed that … until I met you,” Zera said softly, trying to take him in her arms again.
Leitos jerked away. The sorrow in her eyes fell on him like a hammer blow, but he refused to surrender to his remorse. He wrapped himself in disgust and outrage. She was the progeny of the Fallen, born of atrocities. Her demonic race, under the reign of the Faceless One, had subjugated him, his people, all humankind, reduced them to animals with only despair and death to wish upon.
“I am sorry, Leitos,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes. “You must believe me.”
He had never seen her weep. Though it pained him further, he felt sure it was a trick conjured in the blackest chambers of her mind. “As am I,” he answered heavily. The trusting part of him did not want to believe that the woman before him was the very face of evil. Unspeakable grief soured his tongue, filled his soul with emptiness. “How could you have possibly believed, knowing what you are and what I am, that we could ever be more than enemies?”
“We do not have to be pitted against each other,” Zera said. “You and I, the love we share, the first of its kind, can bridge the gap between the children of the Fallen and humankind. Please, Leitos, I am willing to try, if you are….”
Despite his anger and sadness, he wanted with all his heart to escape with her, to live out their lives away from the reach of the Faceless One, and even his own kind. But it would be easier for the air he breathed and the sand he trod underfoot to become one and the same, than for them to shape any kind of life together.
“I can take us away,” Zera said in a desperate rush, as if she sensed the turning of his mind. “We can build a new creation … a blending of the best parts of each of our kind. One day our children can stand against those who oppose us now.”
“Those who oppose us?” Leitos said, stunned by her willful blindness. “The Faceless One and his allies stand against humanity. They have hunted my kind until only a few remain, and those living few are chained, made into starving, hopeless beasts for no other reason than that we exist. The best of your kind have ground to dust the bones of a hundred different peoples. Other than our existence, Zera, what have men done to oppose your kind?”
“Given the freedom to reap the slaughter, humankind would kill and destroy as eagerly as have the Alon’mahk’lar,” Zera protested.
Leitos shook his head in dismay. “Even a rat will gnaw the stick jammed against its throat in the hope of holding to its life, but that does not mean it is at fault. No less can be expected from any living creature, including humans. After suffering for three lifetimes of men, can you expect anything other than a spirit of vengeance to have grown within the hearts of my people? We did not ask to be conquered, we did not grovel at the feet of the Faceless One for the chance to be bound in chains the whole of our lives.” When he continued, his words rolled into the night, propelled by the force of his shouts.
“You speak as though it is wickedness if my kind were ever given the chance to seek justice against their torturers. Is that where you stand, Zera? With the demon-spawn who ravished our women in order to create abominations that would be used to further oppress men and women and children, whose only crime was trying to survive in a world laid to waste after the Upheaval?”
Zera stared at him. “I do love you, if you would only see it. Please come away with me. I have no other purpose, Leitos,” Zera said, her chin trembling. “Not anymore.”
Those words caught like a hook in his mind. “You used me to lead you back to the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, but in the Sanctuary, you said you wanted me. Why?”
“Because I love—”
“Stop saying that!” Leitos shouted. “It was not for love, could not have been! You wanted me because your master set you on this path, the same way he set you on the path to betray the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. Why me, Zera,” he said through gritted teeth, “why am I needed?”
In the silence that held between them, Leitos thought he heard a sound just below the whispering wind, a rhythmic drumming.
“You are the last direct descendant of the Valara line,” Zera whispered.
“You said the same in the Sanctuary. That name means nothing to me.”
Her puzzled expression faded as quickly as it appeared. “In order to protect you, for fear of the slavemasters learning your secret, of course your father would not have spoken of your shared heritage.”
“I never knew my father,” Leitos said bitterly, “or my mother, or anyone from my family except my grandfather. Alon’mahk’lar took us when I was an infant. We were brought to Geldain to dig and scratch away our lives away as punishment for resisting the will of the Faceless One. That is who you serve … that is who you are.”
“No, Leitos. No longer. Please, I beg you, believe me. Trust the quiet voice in your heart. Come away with me, and I will tell you all I know.”
“Tell me now,” he demanded, but she held quiet.
Leitos stood mere feet from her, but a chasm seemed to gape before them. From all directions, death stalked the desert, wearing the terrible faces of his lifelong oppressors, the slavemasters, the Sons of the Fallen. Facing that, the darkness grew wider. On the other side waited Zera, made all too human in her sorrow and professed love. Could such a creature know love, could she take it from him and return it in kind?
“Why can you not tell me now?” he whispered, voice cracking.
Zera spread empty hands and shook her head. The wind tugged her dark hair, and a few strands caught in the wetness on her cheeks.
Frustration wracked him, broke something deep in his soul.
The breeze shifted, bringing with it the drumming he had heard before. It thudded loudly now. He looked around, but saw only the face of the night. He turned back, thinking it his imagination, until he heard Ba’Sel shout a wild cry of warning.
“No!” Zera said in an anguished voice.
Leitos flinched when she rushed forward. Throat closing tight, he danced back, but not nearly fast enough. She slammed against him, her empty hands pressed to his shoulders, squeezing. Her gaze widened in dismay. A pained, breathless gasp drifted past her parted lips.
“Zera?” he muttered. Then cried out, “Zera!”
The scent of leather was strong on her, and that of faded flowers. Her green eyes flared inches from his own, brighter and more innocent than he had ever seen them. One of his hands rested against her hip, the other was lodged between them. He felt the suppleness of her flesh, the warmth of it against his own. He felt something else, a sensation he did not immediately recognize in his distress.
Zera fought for breath that would not come. A tremor rippled her flesh. “I … I … love you. Please … believe me. Tell me … Leitos….”
With each breath, her heart fluttered against the edge of his fist. That once unrecognizable sensation, a terrible damp heat, washed over his hand.
“Zera?” he murmured. He abandoned all his fear and loathing for what she was and, the dark chasm finally crossed, he saw only the woman in his arms.
Her eyes dimmed, and another tremor convulsed her limbs. A slow line, black in the night, sketched its way from the corner of her mouth and over the delicate curve of her chin. It grew fat, heavy with a portent he refused to admit. He had envisioned that drop before, had feared it when dreaming in that forsaken city of the dead, even as he feared it now. The drop swelled, became a single tear that could not endure its impossible weight.
“I do love you,” Leitos sobbed, willing her to hear.
The bloody drop fell. Another drop formed, its course altered by Zera’s faint smile, but it fell unnoticed against the blood pouring from her pierced heart over his knuckled fist—the same fist that held the dagger given him by Adham, which he had tucked into his belt and forgotten.
The shouts of the approaching warriors grew louder. It was a sound so far away, buried under a roaring inside his skull akin to the flooded river that had nearly drowned him. That raging tumult grew until there was no other sound in the world. It filled him, then flooded out in a single, tortured cry.
His breath spent, Leitos dropped to his knees, cradling Zera to his chest. Her smile melted away and her eyes drifted shut, as if she were dropping off into a much needed slumber. Tears scorched his cheeks as he looked upon her. A memory that might have been someone else’s swam through his consciousness. He could not remember where they had been, or what they had been doing, only that Zera had smiled at him. He had feared then that smile would bring him to his death. And so it had.



Chapter 31
 
   After the black of night, the rising sun set the sea afire. Turquoise waters lapped the sides of a handful of long, slender boats, each propelled by sweeping oars toward the hazy mass of the Singing Islands. Leitos huddled in the bow of one, alone with a shrouded Zera. Her face remained uncovered. Leitos traced her cool cheek with a finger still covered in her dried blood, a haunted light smoldering in his eyes.
The others had wanted to leave her, but he refused. Had it not been for Ba’Sel and Adham, the remaining Brothers of the Crimson Shield, with Ulmek the most vocal among them, would have left him and her to the desert and the hunting Alon’mahk’lar. Had they abandoned him, he would have died or been taken captive. Either end would have suited him. Yet he lived, where she had died by his hand. A void had opened within his soul, a void now filling with unspeakable darkness. Instead of shying from that invasive blight, he immersed himself in it, used it as armor and shield against the remorse he could not fully face.
“We must speak,” Adham said quietly, so that only Leitos heard. Swells rocking the small vessel had masked his grandfather’s movements to the bow. Holding to the side of the boat, Adham positioned himself between Leitos and the others, just at Zera’s feet.
Leitos turned, his features blank. Right now he did not want to talk with anyone. What could there possibly be to say?
He relented only because his grandfather looked worried. While an emptiness had taken hold of him, he wanted it to stay there, his secret from the world, even from Adham. “I suppose we must,” Leitos said, failing to hide the wooden quality of his voice.
“It pains me to see you grieve, but.…” Adham trailed off with a probing look.
“But she was a creature born of Alon’mahk’lar,” Leitos finished for him. “I know this, but all I see is her as she is now. I can still hear her laughter, see the light of her eyes. I smell the scent of flowers on her hair. That is how I will remember her,” he finished, knowing even then that he spoke a lie. He could no more separate Zera from what she was than he could wish a stone to become bread. And that was the crux of his dilemma: he had not fallen in love with a mere enemy, but a foe to all humankind, a murdering device in the employ of the Faceless One. Trying to reconcile those two sides of Zera, and his feelings for her, left him troubled, confused. Despite it all, he had loved her.
“You loved her … the woman you thought she was,” Adham said, speaking aloud Leitos’s thoughts.
Leitos nodded slowly. “She was human … some part of her, at least.”
Even now, hours after she had died in his arms, grief struck him anew, as if for the first time. Her presence in the world, her companionship, had given him a sense of quiet joy and the strength to overcome the entrenched mindset of a born slave.
“Any love is a blessing in a world filled with so much malice. I cannot, nor will I, condemn your love for the member of a race bent on our destruction,” Adham said. “But all love, no matter the face it wears, is bittersweet, as every present delight is tempered by the future agony of inescapable loss. Hold fast to your fond memory of her … it will keep the darkness at bay.”
Leitos almost mentioned that it was too late to avoid the darkness with which he had already become fast friends, but instead he kept his secret.
“Why does it matter if I am the last of the Valara line?” Leitos asked, wanting to turn the subject of their conversation.
Adham cast his gaze upon the nearing islands, his face contemplative. He has changed so much. Impossible though it seemed, every hour spent free of the slavemasters and the mines gave Adham back more of his youthful vigor. The day he had risen up against the Alon’mahk’lar, Adham had looked ancient, weak, his body and flesh utterly spent. Now twenty years seemed to have fallen from him.
In the continued silence, Leitos looked toward the islands and waited for his grandfather to speak. In the newborn sunlight, the islands’ naturally reddish hue was overstated, and the rocky protrusions jutted from the sea like skulls coated in blood. As the bobbing flotilla drew nearer, the islands’ namesake became obvious. Wind off the Sea of Sha’uul whipped through hollows and rocky outcrops to create a mournful wailing, a morose song to fit his mood. White birds wheeled over the scant greenery growing atop the islands’ rounded crowns. Gulls, Leitos thought. He supposed Adham must have told him of such birds.
Under the steady creak and splash of pulling oars, the boats drew nearer to the main island. It proved larger than he had first suspected. Staggered cliffs and sharp outcrops dominated the side facing the sun, while the other side had collapsed into a jumble of boulders that eventually sank beneath the frothy blue-green waters. The gulls’ cries carried well over the crashing waves. Other birds plunged into the sea like spears. They surfaced moments later, flapped vigorously, and soared aloft with tiny silver fish dangling from their beaks. Leitos had nearly forgotten what he asked before Adham finally responded.
“I can now reveal something I never told you, Leitos. I ask beforehand that you forgive me for the things I kept secret. That will be hard for you, perhaps, but understand that I did it to protect us from the eyes of the slavemasters.”
“Zera said as much, before …” Leitos’s voice faltered, seeing again the stark vision of her death, feeling again the last fitful beats of her failing heart, the heat of her blood spilling over his skin. He pawed at his eyes, angry at the wetness that burned in them. “There is nothing to forgive between us.”
Adham troubled over that awhile, then gave a brief nod. “Kian Valara, the King of the North, is my father, Leitos. In turn, I am your father. To hide that from the Faceless One, it was agreed that I leave my father’s side soon after you were born, and pose as your grandfather.”
Leitos sat in awed silence. Adham’s eyes dimmed, as he spun a tale Leitos had never heard.
“Your mother and I, with you swaddled in the back of an oxcart, departed my father’s mountain stronghold at Cordalia and made our way into Miz’Ratah, a land far north of Izutar, beyond the Sildar Mountains. My father and I believed we would be safe there from any Alon’mahk’lar attack. We were wrong.
“We had just arrived to E’ru, one of a score of secluded garrisons, when the Alon’mahk’lar raiders came out of the snowy forest. We held for near on a moon’s turn, but eventually our walls were breached. In the end, we who survived surrendered at the edge of the sword. In the dark watches of the night between then and now, I have often thought it would have been better to die with the rest … but I could not do that which would have kept you out of the hands of our enemies.”
Leitos did not need clarification. Only his death would have kept him from being taken by the Alon’mahk’lar. He thought of Sandros then, who had claimed that Alon’mahk’lar did not aimlessly roam league after league in search for future slaves, but rather used human spies to find their prey. “All men are liars,” so he had said often. Maybe many are, Leitos thought, but in regard to Izutarians, Sandros had been wrong.
Leitos’s mind turned. “Was my mother taken?”
“Keri?” Adham rasped. He cast his eyes on Zera, his whiskered chin trembling. “No … no, my son, she was not. After the rise of the Faceless One, it is rare thing for an Izutarian woman to allow herself to be taken. Knowing what will come should that happen, they fight alongside our men. They are often the fiercer of the two, because where men have at least the choice of surrendering to chains in hopes of taking back their freedom later, our women have only death as a choice.”
“Why is that their only choice?” Leitos asked, a sense of horror filling him.
“Do not hate me,” Adham said softly, “but those like Zera are the reason that Izutarian women would rather die by their own hands, than fall into the grasp of our enemy. Alon’mahk’lar are created by the union of Mahk’lar and human women. Never have those abominations been able to hide among humankind. Some years before your birth, we had begun hearing unbelievable rumors that the Alon’mahk’lar had begun refining their race, breeding Alon’mahk’lar to human women. In doing so, they created creatures that looked entirely human.”
“The Hunters,” Leitos said, thinking of Sandros and Pathil. That joining had worked well enough to fool Ba’Sel and his men into taking what they believed to be humans into their midst. It also struck him that Sandros’s tale about the day he was taken from his mother had been a lie, at least in part. If Sandros had not known at first, he had learned in time that his true father had been an Alon’mahk’lar.
“Na’mihn’teghul … Hunters … changelings … no matter how they are called,” Adham said, “they are dread enemies. Fate seems to decide the manner in which they can alter their flesh. This Na’mihn’teghul—”
“Zera!” Leitos snapped, drawing a few glances from the rowing brothers. “Her name is Zera.”
“Zera,” Adham amended with grave reluctance, “is the first changeling I have known that could become a creature of both flesh and spirit. But then, I have been chained these last many years. I cannot say how much has changed in that time.”
“None of this tells me why it matters if I am the last of my line,” Leitos said “Does the Faceless One fear I will rise to take some distant throne?”
“There is no throne to claim,” Adham said bluntly. “As far as thrones go, there never really was one, nor was there ever an established kingdom. Kian Valara commanded a scattered army made up of any who wished to resist the rise of the Faceless One. Your importance to the Faceless One is the blood within our veins.”
Leitos arched an eyebrow. “Why would the Faceless One want our blood?”
“I asked the same of my father when I was about your age, and he told me of the legend of the Well of Creation—of course, to him, it was no legend, but truth.” Adham paused then, as if struggling to find a way to explain. “The Well of Creation was a receptacle, which for eons held the powers of the Three, the first children of Pa’amadin. In penance for creating the Mahk’lar, the Three foreswore their powers of creation. In doing so, they perished … but not before creating Geh’shinnom’atar, the Thousand Hells. Therein, they imprisoned their children, and also Peropis, the first of the Mahk’lar.”
“How did Kian come to this place, the Well of Creation?”
“A prince of Aradan hired Kian, who was a mercenary at the time, to protect him on a journey through the kingdom. Varis’s true intent was to seek out the Well of Creation—a secret revealed to him by Peropis herself. In destroying the Well of Creation, and taking within himself powers never meant for mortal hands, Varis very nearly made himself into a living god.”
“Nearly?” Leitos asked.
“Varis took some of those godly powers into himself, but for the most part they spread into all the world. As well, your grandfather always suspected that the release of such power had caused the Upheaval.
“Those powers spread like ripples in a pond,” Adham continued. “A random few, Kian included, absorbed some of those powers. In my father’s case, he gained the ability to resist Mahk’lar. As well, he told that for a short time he was able to heal the gravely wounded, seemingly by will alone. As far as he knows, he lost that ability in … in bringing his companions back from death.”
Leitos absorbed that, and Adham went on.
“There are other abilities Kian gained, which he passed to those he healed, and to me: strength, endurance, and long life.” Before Leitos could ask, Adham said, “The mines aged me, but as I am sure you have noticed, rest from constant toil has erased some of those years. I have walked this world for one hundred and sixty-seven years.”
Though Sandros had put the question into Leitos’s mind, seemingly a lifetime gone, he gaped in disbelief. “How old is Kian?”
Adham grinned. “All I know is that he has lived over two centuries. I cannot be more exact. My father often told how he stopped counting after his one hundredth year. ‘Why count single years or even scores, when they fail to mark my face?’ He usually said that in jest, but I believe it burdened him to live so long.”
“Why should that trouble him?”
Adham sighed. “Perhaps because I, his only living son, began to look older than him after my seventieth year. While I age slower than other men, I do age, where Kian does not. Without question, I will go to my grave before Kian Valara and my mother, Ellonlef.”
“How old am I?” Leitos asked.
Adham chuckled. “You have lived just sixteen summers, Leitos. Only time will tell if you are blessed with long life, but there is no question that the effects of the powers of creation dissipate through each generation.”
Leitos tried to mull all Adham had said, but taken as a whole it was too large for him. However, one thing about Adham’s tale stood out. “Do you truly believe your father and mother are still alive?”
“Unless some ill has befallen them, I am sure they are. But, as they are the face of the force that stands opposed to the Faceless One, I can only hope that they are still in the world, somewhere.”
After a pause, Adham canted his head toward Ba’Sel. “He, too, was there at the temple of the Well of Creation, and the years have not touched him.”
Leitos found that hard to believe, but did not want to think on it just now. Instead, he returned to his original question. “But why does the Faceless One seek our blood?”
Adham drew out a stone of protection from under his robes. It looked similar to the one Leitos had worn until Zera bartered it away to Suphtra. “This amulet is the answer, rather the resistance to the powers of the Mahk’lar that it grants its wearer. At some point, the Faceless One conceived that blood was the answer to that defense … but only blood from those who originally gained resistance to Mahk’lar. In some way we do not know, he joins the blood of those like us to certain kinds of stones, gaining protection for his pet humans and loyal Alon’mahk’lar against disloyal Mahk’lar.”
Adham tucked the stone away with a sigh. “That is the main purpose of the Na’mihn’teghul, the Hunters, to seek out and find those with the desired blood in their veins. It could be that the blood of the Valara line is no more special than that of others who can repel the attack of a Mahk’lar, but the Faceless One believes it to be special, and so we and our kindred are coveted above all others.”
“So we do not need stones of protection?” Leitos asked.
“No,” Adham said. “Mine was given to me by Sumahn, after he found me wandering through the Mountains of Fire.” Adham lowered his voice. “I continue to wear it because I cannot be sure who we can trust. It is a tragedy that she—Zera—spoke aloud our linage within the hearing of others, but what is done is done.”
Leitos thought about betrayers among the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. As much as he wanted to be among friends he could trust, he knew he could never again blindly accept the loyalty of others.
“Zera also said that the Faceless One did not stand unopposed in the world,” Leitos said. “And I saw with my own eyes the Alon’mahk’lar that the Mahk’lar created within a bone-town north of Zuladah. Could it truly be that some Mahk’lar are planning to make war on the Faceless One?”
“Without question,” Adham said. “It would seem,” he continued in a stark tone, “that while the balance of power has changed in the world, the struggle for power has not. Doubtless, the days ahead will be dark for all, whether they strive for dominance, or oppose it. And now, more than ever, the blood of those who can resist possession by Mahk’lar will be sought and taken. Ours is a dangerous time, my son, but we are of the north, and we will fight.”



Epilogue
 
   “Did you know Zera had betrayed you when I first spoke of her?” Leitos asked Ba’Sel, who was placing a final stone upon her grave.
After landing on a slender tongue of stone that in no way could be described as a shoreline, Leitos had gathered Zera in his arms and began a grueling climb to the highest point on the island. He had picked it out long before they landed, marked it in his mind as the place she might have chosen for herself. He had not travelled far, before Ba’Sel caught up and offered to help. Leitos remembered what Adham had said about trust, and grudgingly agreed.
Now Ba’Sel straightened from his work, his dark face a mask of remorse. “I did,” he answered, arming away the sheen of sweat from his brow. “Though I wished otherwise, I knew. Had we not moved the Sanctuary after she last departed us, she would not have needed to use you to find us again. As we took her in, along with Sandros and Pathil, and even your father, she knew we would take you in. She just had to get you within the lands we patrol, and let us do the rest. As much as it pains me, it appears that I must rethink that rule.”
The breeze whipped around them, bending tall grass and rattling the green foliage of nearby brush. Where they stood, the singing of the islands and the crashing of waves lay far below them. Here the wind sang with a single, wavering note.
“Why did you keep it from me?” Leitos asked. He did not want to admit that Zera had initially used him to find where the brothers had gone. Yet, in the end, she had begged for him to love her as she loved him. It sat ill in his belly not knowing when she had given into to her feelings for him, and worse still in knowing that had she given into those feelings sooner, he would never have come to be standing at her grave.
“I chose to remain silent because I saw the love you held for her. If I had spoken any word against her, you would not have believed me. Such willful blindness is the blessing and the folly of love. You needed to learn the truth for yourself. Had I known you would run to her instead of away, even after you knew what she was, I might have reconsidered that choice.”
“I love her still,” Leitos admitted, and abandoned trying to hold back unshed tears. They ran freely, caught by the wind as they fell from his cheeks.
“As do I,” Ba’Sel agreed somberly.
They stayed that way, standing on either side of the mound of stones marking her grave, until the sun sank below the horizon and lit the sky with the brilliant colors of a fading fire. Far to the north and east, across white-capped waves, the imposing bulk of the Mountains of Fire waited and watched, a rugged blight upon the distant land that gradually melded with the coming night. To the south, scores of lesser islands marched off into the sea, now gone a deep blue in the waning light. East and west, only the expanse of the Sea of Sha’uul barred the way to the far sides of the world.
As the first stars began to dot the velvety darkness above, Ba’Sel said, “On the morrow, you will begin your training.”
Leitos blinked at that, not in alarm, but in curiosity.
“War is coming,” Ba’Sel said in answer to Leitos’s unspoken question. “War unlike any ever seen upon this world. You must be ready—we all must be ready. The days of cowering in shadows, of waiting for the most opportune moment to strike, those days are behind us.” With that, he turned and walked away, a troubled ghost heeding the mournful cries of its brethren trapped within the stones of the Singing Islands.
Leitos stayed behind in the cool of the deepening night, alone with Zera’s lingering spirit. The moon crept above the horizon, its battered gray surface bearing testimony to everything that the world and the heavens had suffered since the Upheaval. The winds calmed, and a voice spoke within him, kindled a tiny flame deep within his being. Grow strong and cruel, that voice said, slowly fanning the flame into a seething conflagration. Grow strong and cruel, and avenge the blood of our forefathers.
The Faceless One ruled with a scepter of iron and a fist of blood, sure in his knowledge that he held the advantage in seeking out all members of the Valara line. He may even know of a certain youth, Leitos Valara, not long released from ingrained fears stronger than any chains. Leitos meant to humble him, the Faceless One, but not before forcing that being to live in dread of his name. In the fullness of time, the Faceless One would cower before him, pleading for mercy that would never be granted. On the morrow, he would take the first step along the path to see that done.
Ba’Sel had named what was coming a war, and perhaps it was. Leitos vowed to himself, to the Silent God of All, and to those who had suffered under the Faceless One, that he would help in anyway necessary … but what he would wreak was nothing so trite as war. His soul demanded a reckoning, and he would have it.



 
 
Shadow and Steel
Book Three of Heirs of the Fallen

James A. West
 
Copyright © 2013 by James A. West
First edition: April 2013
Published by: James A. West
Cover art by: Darko Tomic
 
All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.
 
Produced in the United States of America
 
This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental.




Chapter 1
 
 
His toes slipped an inch, then two. The cliff’s rough face scraped over his bare chest. Leitos clawed his way onto a ledge no wider than his palm. Rock crumbled. He grasped wildly at empty handfuls of night. A shout climbed up his throat—
—and became a grunt when the fingers of one hand caught the edge of a shallow crack. The jolting halt wrenched his shoulder, and he bit back a groan. He quickly reached up with his free hand and secured a firmer hold. A hundred feet below, barely seen for the darkness, the Sea of Sha’uul crashed over boulders draped with seaweed. The wind sang a haunting song as it passed over the island the Brothers of the Crimson Shield called Witch’s Mole.
Leitos turned his attention to climbing the cliff. The wan moonlight of the Sleeping Widow showed him many knobs and outcrops dotting the face of the sandstone cliff.
Picking a likely route, he swung his feet to a narrow lip, and then inched his fingers along the crack until he stood upright. He gulped a few deep breaths, willed his heart to beat slower, then stabbed his toes into a shallow fracture. Secure as he could hope to be, he reached overhead, and let his fingers seek like blind worms until they crawled over a stony ridge. He gave the lip a little of his weight, then more. It held. Repeating those movements, he resumed his ascent.
He had climbed another twenty paces when Ulmek’s gruff voice called, “There’s the weanling!” Leitos could picture the Brother’s swarthy skin clinging to the sharp bones of his face, his long dark hair held back in a rope-like braid. Not given to smiles, the second in command of the Brothers no doubt smiled now at the opportunity to heap failure upon Leitos, an escaped slave who had inadvertently brought destruction upon the Brothers’ last sanctuary. Where the rest of the Brotherhood had forgiven Leitos, Ulmek held his grudges.
Keeping his face and chest plastered against the rock, Leitos searched the curving rim of the cliff. Fifty feet above and off to one side, a torch moved down a line of shadowed figures, pausing at each man to make smaller flames….
Fire arrows!
As soon as he thought it, the first arrow whooshed across the dark gulf, struck the cliff, and exploded in a hail of sparks. The smell of singed hair flared Leitos’s nostrils as the tiny embers fell over his head, bare arms, and shoulders. He bit back the discomfort, letting it fuel his determination.
More fire arrows followed. All struck near Leitos, but none close enough to prove a true threat. Dark as the night was, that could change if he moved. The longer he stayed put, the more the Brothers derided him. The strain of dangling from the cliff began to cramp his fingers and toes, and his legs and arms trembled. Still the arrows fell, effectively keeping him in place. Doubts, like seeking adders, rose up to poison his will.
Fight until there is no breath in your breast, or blood in your veins, Leitos’s father said within his mind. You are a child of the north, and that is our way.
“I will,” Leitos answered through gritted teeth, and renewed his ascent, doggedly ignoring the barrage of flaming arrows, and praying to the Silent God of All that no errant breeze fouled the Brothers’ aim.
Picking his way up, he soon discovered a hollow just large enough to provide him with shelter and a place to rest. Leitos wedged himself in by cramming his chest against his knees.
“End this farce,” Ulmek called. “Say the word, and I’ll toss you a rope.”
“Never!” Leitos shouted.
Derisive hoots and laughter answered his defiance. Another arrow arced through the darkness, and burst a foot above Leitos’s shelter.
“Mind your aim,” Ba’Sel cautioned. Unlike Ulmek, the sable-skinned Brother was a kind and gentle man. Although they never said it within his hearing, some Brothers grumbled that Ba’Sel had grown too soft to continue leading the Brotherhood. Leitos understood their concerns, but for the last year his entire focus had been on training for this moment. And besides, he owed Ba’Sel his allegiance for taking him in, when any other would have cast him out.
After a final volley of arrows struck the cliff a pace higher than the last, the Brothers vanished. Leitos waited a little longer, then uncurled his legs and let them dangle below his precarious seat. Careful to make no sudden movements, he felt around and found a few suitable wind-carved pocks in the stone above his hollow, and used them to make his way to the rim.
As he stood up on solid ground, a promise Ba’Sel had made earlier came to him. “If you ascend this cliff, there are few obstacles built by the hands of men or gods that will bar your way.” He still had a long night ahead of him, but Leitos could not suppress a wave of joy brought by his latest accomplishment.
Under the cover of darkness, Leitos crept inland, relishing the feel of dew-kissed grass caressing his raw feet and scraped knees. After a few paces, he threw himself facedown, and pressed his lips to the ground.




Chapter 2
 
 
Leitos hunkered in the damp grass, motionless and silent. Other initiates in years past might have blundered headlong after their prizes, but he had decided to wait, hoping the Brothers would lower their guard.
Clad in only a breechclout, he shivered in the cool night air. Thirst assailed him, and his belly rumbled with hunger, but he ignored these discomforts. It was easy, after spending all but one of his eighteen years clawing ore from the earth, and suffering the ceaseless abuses of demon-born slavemasters.
Despite knowing the Brothers would do him no intentional harm—except maybe Ulmek—Leitos nevertheless felt uneasy, stalked.
Near and far, brush, trees, and deep shadows concealed six Brothers and their treasures. Somehow, he needed to avoid being seen, and to steal those treasures before dawn. Previous tests taken over the last few days had proven his ability with dagger and sword, staff and bow, even his hands and feet. Other trials—swimming around the island for an entire day, only to drag himself out of the sea at dusk to run back and forth across Witch’s Mole until dawn—had confirmed his endurance. This final test required stealth and cunning, patience and discernment, an altogether different set of skills.
Unable to go on resisting the press of time, Leitos finally took to his belly and crawled inland, making for the first of many places he would investigate. He soon reached a broad thicket with a grassy area at its heart. It was a perfect hiding place for a Brother.
Leitos slid under the prickly foliage, and wriggled through moldy leaves until almost reaching the thicket’s center. Careful not to make a sound, he got to his knees and looked around. His breath caught when he saw a shadow creeping through the moonlight, not twenty feet away.
Clad in close-fitting robes colored after the sands of Geldain, and wearing a sword strapped to his back, the Brother strode a few feet and halted, head turning toward Leitos. It was Sumahn. Only a handful of years older than Leitos, It was Sumahn who had found Adham wandering in the Mountains of Fire, some many days after the old man had risen up against the slavemasters in order to free Leitos.
Hoping he resembled a bush, Leitos did not move.
After a time, Sumahn set out again, pausing every few feet to peer about. Leitos relaxed when the warrior moved beside a tree, and tugged aside his robes to make water.
Leitos dropped down and slithered to the grassy spot where he had first seen Sumahn break cover. He was about to crawl into the open, when a contented sigh froze him. Next, he heard the rustle of the man’s clothes. A heartbeat later, he detected the soft crunch of leather-soled boots approaching.
If caught, Leitos would have to wait another turning of the moon before he could try again. I cannot wait that long.
The Brother came closer, and Leitos tensed to slip back into the tangled hedge. Sumahn stopped with a curse, and bent over.
Leitos could not see what was happening, but by the tearing sounds, he guessed that a thorny creeper had caught the hem of the Brother’s robes.
Leitos frantically searched the trampled grass for the telltale flutter of cloth marking the treasure. When he first learned of that aid, he had believed it would make the hunt easy. Now he knew better. In the darkness, any fluttering leaf or blade of grass could deceive the eye.
He turned his attention back to Sumahn, who was still struggling to get loose. A louder rip, another curse, and then Sumahn began to straighten.
Thinking quickly, Leitos patted the ground, found a pebble, and flicked it back the way he had come. The stone rattled through the brush. Breath burning in his chest, Leitos watched and hoped.
Sumahn’s lips parted around a sly grin. Ducking low, the Brother spun and moved off, doubtless intending to double back and sneak up on his quarry.
Safe for now, Leitos cast about. Where is it? The Brothers did not intend for the test to be impossible, just difficult. It crossed his mind that the rules might have changed unannounced, but then his gaze fell upon the hilt of dagger, its blade thrust into the dirt. From the hilt hung a scrap of dark fabric that lifted and fluttered on a breath of wind, curling like an enticing finger.
Leitos wormed closer and grasped the hilt.
“There you are!” Sumahn cried.
Leitos rolled over, an unformed oath lodged in his throat.
Sumahn was nowhere in sight.
“Might as well come out,” Sumahn said, sounding bored and a long way off.
He is cunning, Leitos thought, angry that he had almost been fooled into giving away his position.
Leitos snatched the dagger, and escaped through a break in the foliage. Once clear, he ran in a crouch up and over a small rise, slowing only when he reached a dense copse of trees, whose limbs all grew in one direction, trained so by the steady westerly winds that blew off the sea.
Busy congratulating himself, he almost ran headlong into the second Brother—Daris.
Leitos went stock-still, and studied his next opponent. Of an age with Sumahn, Daris counted it a point of pride when the other Brothers named him the trickster of the two. None questioned the pair’s courage and strength, but both Ulmek and Ba’Sel considered them reckless.
Clouds passed over the moon, and shadows frolicked over Witch’s Mole. Daris snorted, scratched his jaw with loose fingers, then slumped farther over.
Sleeping. Leitos could not believe his plan to wait out the Brothers had worked so well. Moving only his eyes, Leitos searched until he saw a small box tied with a ribbon resting next to the Brother’s outstretched legs.
After tucking Sumahn’s dagger into his breechclout, Leitos dropped to all fours and snuck forward. His chest demanded more air than he dared give it, and a faint sheen of sweat sprang from his brow. As he reached for the box, Daris mumbled in his sleep.
Leitos’s hand hovered. His heart told him to take the treasure and run. His mind spoke of caution. His mind won.
Ever so gently, Leitos settled his fingers around the wooden box, its length and width no larger than his palm, and covered with engravings. Daris stirred again, causing Leitos to flinch, a bare rippling of tensed muscles. He bit back a shout when he found Daris staring straight at him—No … he’s sleeping with his eyes open.
Leitos slowly brought the box to his chest, and Daris’s tricksome nature made itself plain when something rattled inside. Daris’s hand flew to the hilt of his sword, clutched it briefly, then fell away. Murmuring, the Brother rolled to his side, unconsciously swatting a midge from his ear.
After a few moments, Leitos untied the cloth ribbon and carefully dumped out a trio of mismatched glass beads. He left Daris to his slumber, and crept downslope.
Zera, Leitos thought, with a touch of melancholy, would have been proud. In a very real sense, she had begun his training a year before, which had put him into Ba’Sel’s hands. Of course, her intention had not been to train him, but to trick him into leading her to the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. His love for her had blinded him to her true purpose. While none of the Brothers held that mistake against him—except for Ulmek—it troubled Leitos that he had failed to see through Zera’s ploy. If he had heeded his father’s advice to trust no one save the Brothers, the warriors would likely still reside in their last sanctuary on the mainland of Geldain.
Leitos shoved that to the back of his mind and pressed on through the night, scouring Witch’s Mole and finding two more Brothers sleeping near their treasures. He took a silver pendant hung on broken tree branch by Ke’uld, a Brother who shared ancestry with Ba’Sel—a black-skinned people once of southern Geldain. Soon after that, he found Halan curled up like a baby in a nest of grass. Securing his golden torque proved easiest of all. The snores of the bluff-featured man not only led Leitos to him, but masked his flight.
Two left, Leitos thought, taking a moment to hide his winnings in a rocky hole at the base of a tree—a place he had chosen days before. After coming across three sleeping Brothers, Leitos forced himself not to grow complacent. It would not surprise him to learn that Daris, Ke’uld, and Halan had all been told to feign sleep, just to put him off his guard.
After arranging a handful of grass over the hole’s opening, Leitos looked to the thin gray line brightening the horizon. In less than two hours, the sun would burst over the turquoise waters of the Sea of Sha’uul, ending the test. I must hurry, he thought, at the same time knowing he must use more caution than ever.




Chapter 3
 
 
Leitos trotted down a narrow path of hard-packed dirt. Scraggly trees and thick brush provided concealment. He took a short rest when he came to a scatter of boulders rising on either side of the trail. He was within a mile of the southern shore of Witch’s Mole. It seemed odd that the last two Brothers would be in the same area, but the only other suitable place they could hide was at the very extent of the testing grounds, back to the north, atop the highest point of Witch’s Mole, where he had buried Zera. No one would—
Leitos stiffened. So far, he had not crossed the paths of Ba’Sel and Ulmek. Only one of those two men would violate Zera’s grave.
Cursing, Leitos wheeled and ran back, growing angrier with every step. All thoughts of becoming a Brother of the Crimson Shield and of taking his vengeance on the Faceless One flew out of his mind.
He soon crested a grassy knoll and stopped dead when he saw a familiar silhouette perched atop the cairn marking Zera’s grave.
“Come,” Ulmek called, “and take your treasure.”
When Leitos did not move, Ulmek slid off the cairn, and began walking in his direction, thumping the butt of a staff against the ground.
Leitos waited, grinding his teeth.
Ulmek halted just out of arm’s reach, the hollows of his eyes like black pits. “I trust you’ve already taken my Brothers’ prizes?”
“All but yours and Ba’Sel’s.” What he had accomplished did not matter. What did … well, at this moment, he was not sure, other than that Ulmek must pay for defiling Zera’s grave.
“Do you wish to have mine?” Ulmek held out a leather cord hung with a teardrop-shaped amulet—a stone of protection. The making of that protective device involved collecting the blood of those like Leitos and his father, whose ancestors had been washed in the Powers of Creation. The Faceless One then imbued certain ores with that blood, creating a ward against possession by the demonic spirits of Mahk’lar.
“The test is over,” Leitos said, his mind concentrating on how to beat Ulmek, a man who had spent more years in the thick of battle than Leitos had been alive.
“Is it … or has it just begun?”
“You saw me. I failed.”
Ulmek gave him a wry smirk. “Secretly finding and taking any of the treasures, while commendable, is only a part of it. More importantly, striving until the coming of the dawn, even in the face of certain defeat, is the only action required to succeed. In that, you have won your sword and dagger, and a place amongst my Brothers.”
Leitos felt off balance. He had been sure Ulmek meant to provoke him by waiting for him on Zera’s grave, but instead the man was blathering about the test. More, he had just told him he had passed, and was now a Brother of the Crimson Shield.
Ulmek fixed him with a hard gaze. “You see, it is vital that our brethren fight until the end, even when death is certain. How would you chose, little brother, if faced with the choice between life and death?”
Leitos spoke the only truth he knew. “I have given myself to defeating the Faceless One—even if that means my death.”
“Indeed?” Ulmek said. “I am most curious to learn the truth of your conviction … with a final test.”
Before Leitos could respond, Ulmek’s staff cracked against his ribs and knocked him to the ground. Fighting for breath, Leitos rolled to his feet. Staff flashing, Ulmek battered his shoulder, and then his opposite knee. Leitos hobbled clear, searching for a weapon—a rock, a stick, anything—but the only weapon available was in Ulmek’s hands.
“You had better fight,” Ulmek advised. “Our order can ill-afford sniveling weaklings to fill its ranks.”
Leitos tried to work the feeling back into his bruised limbs. Does he mean to kill me? The thought seemed absurd, but another look at Ulmek’s face told him otherwise. The man’s animosity was evident in his scowl and the hard, merciless set of his mouth.
With no great effort, Leitos mirrored that expression. Grow strong and cruel. Those words echoed in his mind, words spoken by his father, advice given as a means to survive a vicious world.
Ulmek attacked again, holding nothing back, and Leitos ducked under the whistling staff. “Come on, boy, prove your worth, or be cast down.”
Leitos dredged his soul and found a lifetime of buried fury. Once touched, that wrath scorched away any fright or doubt. His menacing smile gave Ulmek pause. “If you want to fight to the death,” he said, “so be it.”
“ ‘Death?’ ” Ulmek repeated. As he considered that, his eyes narrowed, and then he lunged, aiming his strike at Leitos’s neck.
Leitos twitched out of reach, then swiftly crowded the larger warrior. Backpedaling, Ulmek reversed his strike. Leitos caught the shaft against his palms, spun in a tight half-circle, and slammed an elbow against Ulmek’s temple.
Eyelids fluttering, Ulmek staggered away, dragging the staff behind him. Leitos brought his foot down, splitting the seasoned shaft, and hastily caught up the staff’s broken end. He whirled it in a defensive blur.
“Ba’Sel and Sumahn claimed you showed promise,” Ulmek grated. “All the Brothers have said the same.”
When Ulmek came again, Leitos defended himself. Wood cracked against wood. The jarring blows stung Leitos’s hands, sank an ache deep into his shoulders, drove him back a step at a time. Where Leitos faltered, Ulmek advanced, sure of foot, confident, deadly.
Leitos feinted a strike at the warrior’s head, then dropped below Ulmek’s guard, and struck him across one knee with all his strength. As Ulmek danced back, Leitos somersaulted over the ground, coming up slightly behind his foe. He rammed the point of his elbow into the back of the man’s unhurt knee, then pivoted, one leg extended, and swept Ulmek off his feet.
Leitos scrambled up and away, gathering himself to finish the contest, but Ulmek was already on his feet again.
“You’ll have to do better than that, boy,” the warrior taunted. “Or, perhaps, you would rather me leave you to weep over your dead mistress? Who can say concerning changelings, but it could be that her breasts are yet plump with a weanling’s milk? Your love for her is sickening, not worthy of our order. You are weak, boy, pathetic….”
As Ulmek continued to berate him, Leitos’s anger became uncontrollable, scorching away carefully constructed barriers against memories he would rather leave buried. He saw again Zera’s radiant emerald eyes before him, burning with the fiery light that he had stolen when he plunged his dagger into her heart, an accident born of a fear for everything the Faceless One touched. Even as she died in his arms, Zera had pleaded for Leitos to speak his love for her.
Her blood spreading over his hands burned as hotly in memory as it had on that terrible night. Ulmek had made him remember those things, and he hated the man for it.
“There we are,” Ulmek said softly. “Come for me, boy!”
Silent and grim, Leitos charged. When Ulmek stumbled on a jutting stone he should have seen, Leitos stabbed the splintered end of his staff at Ulmek’s neck. The warrior blocked the blow without effort, one moment fighting to regain his footing, the next poised and sure. A trap!
Before Leitos could catch his balance, Ulmek thrust his heel behind Leitos’s and struck him on the point of the chin, his fist falling like a slab of granite. Leitos slammed against the ground, numb all over.
Ulmek knelt at Leitos’s side. “I know Ba’Sel warned you about letting anger take your heart—he taught me the same, many years gone. I’ve never believed it, and still do not. The trick, boy, is to master that fire, use it to your advantage. Your failure to do so has cost you a victory. When you feel you are ready to try—”
Ulmek looked up sharply. “Do you hear that?”
Leitos, only now catching his breath, sat up and cocked his head. Beneath the hooting song of the island and the breeze whispering through leaves, he heard a rhythmic thrumming.
“Drums,” he said, doubting his ears. “It sounds like drums.”
Just then, a closer sound of breaking limbs came to them. Both leaped up, brandishing their broken staffs.
Ba’Sel burst out of the trees a hundred paces away, his faded robes flapping.
“We must return to the sanctuary,” he panted. Sweat sheened his dark skin, and his eyes were wild with a fear that no leader of warriors should reveal.
Leitos had never seen him like this, and it left him unsettled.
Ulmek caught Ba’Sel’s shoulder before he could bolt back the way he had come. “What is wrong?”’
“Sea-wolves,” Ba’Sel blurted, jabbing a finger to the west.
Ulmek and Leitos spun. Far out to sea, seemingly ushered up from the south by massing storm clouds, a pair of sleek ships propelled by dozens of sweeping oars and square sails plowed the sea toward Witch’s Mole. The drumming had grown louder. Less than half a turn of the glass remained before they would make landfall.
“Why has no one sounded the alarm?” Ulmek demanded.
Ba’Sel looked more flustered than ever. “We were preparing to raise our newest Brother. There was a feast that needed making, the honing and oiling of his sword and dagger—”
“I know about the ceremony,” Ulmek said. “None of that matters now, save that Leitos will need his robes and weapons. I trust you have given orders to destroy these scum?”
“Gods good and wise,” Ba’Sel breathed, “are you mad? We cannot fight them. I have cautioned the men that we must avoid confrontation. Even now, they are preparing to return to our longboats, so that we can escape. We make for Geldain. Perhaps it is safe to return to our last sanctuary or, maybe, we can vanish into the Fire Mountains.”
Leitos glanced at the closing vessels. Their drums had grown louder still, and their rams carved furrows through the turquoise waters.
“When will you tire of running and hiding?” Ulmek asked.
“We must preserve our order,” Ba’Sel said. “Lest you forget, we are not an army, but a meager company whose survival demands that we strike from the shadows.”
“What if the Kelrens capture us? Would you have us accept their chains, or would you then allow us to fight?”
Ba’Sel looked offended. “You know the answer to that.”
“Do I? Do any of us? We creep and cower, as a matter of course. Truly, what purpose do we serve any longer? We are the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, yet we are Brothers only to ourselves and shields to nothing, save our own lives.”
“Do you so eagerly seek death?”
“No, Brother, I seek life—a better life, a free life—for myself and our kindred of this fallen world. That is all I have ever sought. If we destroy these slavers this day, how many innocents will we spare from chains on the morrow?”
Brow furrowed, Ba’Sel turned his back on Ulmek. “Do as I command. We must be well away before the Kelrens drop anchor.”
Ulmek hesitated, seemingly on the verge of adding more, then stormed down the slope.
Leitos looked after him, stunned by what he had just seen and heard. Until that moment, he had never put much stock into the rumors about Ba’Sel’s growing fearfulness. Until now, it had not mattered to him, as all his energies had been on fashioning himself into a warrior strong and skilled enough to stand against the Faceless One. Now, with an enemy at hand, threatening their very existence, his leader had given the command to flee, never considering that his men knew every foot of Witch’s Mole, and could likely crush the sea-wolves.
“Come,” Ba’Sel said, “we must make haste. By sunset, I mean to walk again upon the lands of my birth.”




Chapter 4
 
 
By the time Leitos and Ba’Sel reached the heart of the sanctuary, the dust of rushing feet had hazed the torch-lit cavern. Ba’Sel hurried off toward a central pool to help others fill waterskins. Leitos made for his father.
Openings dotted the walls at intervals around the small chamber, from mere cracks to natural archways, which provided safe travel to places all over the island. The Brothers had fashioned bunk beds along one wall, rising four and five high in order to conserve space. Nooks and crannies held what few supplies they had gathered. In all, it was a tidy if stark home.
Adham, stuffing supplies into a pair of haversacks resting on his bed of woven grass and lashed saplings, glanced up at Leitos’s approach.
“You have made me proud,” he said, pushing a strand of iron-gray hair from his eyes. Long years, many spent in the Faceless One’s mines, had lined his brow, but not so much as to ever guess his true age. A hundred and sixty-seven years he had walked the world, but he looked less than a quarter of that. He had once told Leitos how Kian Valara and Ba’Sel had been present when the Well of Creation was destroyed. Exposure to the unleashed Powers of Creation had given them long life and a remarkable ability to heal, which they had passed down to their children.
Leitos wanted to tell of his concerns about Ba’Sel, but decided to keep it to himself. Instead, he smiled in answer. “Apparently the sea-wolves are proud as well, and have come to celebrate.”
Adham offered a cursory grin. “Well, such as it is, you had better put on your uniform,” he said, pointing to a bundle of folded clothes to color of dark sand.
Leitos picked up the outer robe, a well-made garment of sturdy cloth. The linen inner robe lay beneath, and had numerous pockets sewn all over it. He donned this first, then drew on the outer robe. A plain leather belt would hold it closed.
“I told them to make them a little big,” Adham said. “The menfolk in our family tend to come into our growth later than most.”
“It is perfect,” Leitos said. Simple as the clothing was, he had never worn anything so fine.
“I suppose you’ll want your boots,” Adman said, pulling them from under the bed.
As Leitos put them on, his father produced something else. Leitos stared at the weapons. A short, straight-bladed sword in a leather scabbard, and a long, spike-like dagger. The Brothers often chose their swords by what they could scavenge from bone-towns and the like, but their daggers had been forged before the Upheaval for use by Geldainian mercenaries, the Asra a’Shah. That order of warriors had become the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, but their daggers, meant to inflict deep, nearly bloodless punctures, had not changed. Leitos had often wondered how many remained in the world, but supposed only Ba’Sel and a few others would know.
“A pity we are not staying to fight,” Adham said, while Leitos secured his sword and dagger to his waist. Adham’s gray eyes shone with an eager wildness, something the Brothers claimed was common to ice-born Izutarians who were about to rain destruction upon their enemies.
Before Leitos could agree, a laughing Sumahn and Daris burst into the sanctuary from a passage that led to the western shore. Everyone went still. Ba’Sel straightened from filling a waterskin, a shadow of concern spreading across his features. “Have the Kelrens landed?”
“They have,” Sumahn answered. “Hundreds.”
“To be fair,” Daris interjected, “we crushed a fair number of them with a rockslide after they found us. Doubtless, they are rethinking the plan to hunt us.”
Ba’Sel slung the waterskin’s strap over his head and pulled it across his chest. “How did they find you?”
“Strictly speaking,” Daris began, smiling as broadly as ever, “putting my arrow in that Kelren’s heart might have given us away.”
Sumahn shook his head. “Don’t forget the one I poked into that ugly wench’s ribs—have you ever seen such brands as she wore? Gods good and wise, why would folk scar themselves so?”
“You attacked the Kelrens?”
Finally sensing trouble, the young Brothers fell quiet.
Before Ba’Sel could browbeat the pair, Ulmek strode forward. “The folly of these idiots is the least of our concerns. My lookouts have brought word that the sea-wolves are sweeping across Witch’s Mole. If we do not hurry, this sanctuary will become our tomb—”
The sounding of a gong cut him off. The three distinct tolls signaling that an enemy had entered one of the passages. Another peal burst from an opening a quarter turn around the cavern. Again, three sharp rings.
The Brothers all looked to a frozen Ba’Sel.
Before he could give any orders, deep, snarling howls filtered into the chamber from far away. Leitos had heard such voices before. The Kelrens had brought Hunters with them, Na’mihn’teghul, changelings, the wolves of the Faceless One.
Ba’Sel’s distracted air shattered. “Block all the openings. Quickly!”
“You mean for us to face the changelings?” Ulmek said, drawing his sword.
“No! We flee through the east passage, and make for our longboats, and then the sea. Go, you fools, and block the ways.”
After a moment’s hesitation, several Brothers vanished into the openings around the cavern. Before Leitos could join them, Ba’Sel caught his arm.
“You stay with me. You and Adham. It’s your blood the Faceless One seeks, your blood we must keep out of his hands.”
“And it’s the lives of your men that he wants to extinguish,” Adham said.
The thunder of falling rock drowned out anything else he might have added, and dust began billowing from the many passages.
“This will only slow our enemies for a short time,” Ulmek warned.
Ignoring the warning, Ba’Sel called to the returning Brothers, “Gather all weapons, and enough supplies to last two days.”
“Stay here,” Adham told Leitos, and rushed off.
Ulmek glanced at Ba’Sel, then joined the Izutarian at the racks holding swords and hide bucklers, bows and quivers, spears and staffs.
“I have seen it a hundred times and more,” Ba’Sel said, “yet always the pain our departure brings is as my heart’s first breaking.”
“Then let us fight,” Leitos blurted.
Ba’Sel turned. “A new-made Brother, and already so full of wisdom?”
“Give the Faceless One the war he desires,” Leitos urged.
“Were it so simple,” Ba’Sel murmured dismissively.
As the Brothers began to regroup, Leitos leaned close to Ba’Sel. “Someone told me once that there is no place for weakness and self-pity in this world. She said that we die or survive, that life under the rule of the Faceless One is struggle and pain and sorrow. She gave me a choice to fight and live, or to quit and perish. I chose then to fight, glad for opportunity. Then as now, I choose to fight.”
“I would like to meet this woman,” Ba’Sel said absently.
“You trained her, and took her as your own daughter.”
“Zera?” Ba’Sel said in a stricken tone. At Leitos’s nod, he added, “I suppose I should have known. She was a woman of simple truths.”
“Is there any other kind of truth?”
“Perhaps, perhaps not, but I cannot see how any truth, save fleeing, will help us now. We cannot preserve our lives by fighting. At best, we would wake on the morrow, chained and bound for a mine, such as the one you escaped. At worst, we will all perish.”
“Flee this day if we must,” Leitos allowed, “but soon we—you—must begin to make ready for the war you told me was coming. If we continue running, the Brothers of the Crimson Shield may last out the year, maybe even the year after, maybe even a dozen more, but our order is dying a slow and certain death.”
“Wars are fought with armies, Leitos,” Ba’Sel said, sounding tired.
“Then it is time for you to raise an army. And if not you, then Ulmek would leap at the chance, and so too would Sumahn and Daris. Ke’uld and Halan as well. I would help, as would my father. All are willing, but you must allow it.” He searched Ba’Sel’s face, looking for any indication that his leader agreed, or was at least considering the possibility. He saw only indecision.
Adham and Ulmek trotted up, each carrying extra weapons and supplies. Without a word, Ba’Sel took an offered haversack and a staff.
“Your bow,” Adham said gruffly, handing the weapon and a quiver of arrows over to Leitos. “An Izutarian without a bow is but half a man.” Usually he smiled when he said this, but not now.
Leitos took the short, double-curved weapon that Adham had helped him fashion when they first came to Witch’s Mole. While the Brothers had seen to all aspects of his training, Ba’Sel had noted Adham’s unmatched skill with a bow, and left it to him to train Leitos in its use.
“Is all in readiness?” Ba’Sel asked, once the Brothers had gathered round. Grim nods met his question. “Very well,” he said, and set out.
One by one, some few holding torches aloft, the Brothers merged into a growing line. As they marched, the Brothers each took a turn coming abreast of Leitos. With approving grins, they gripped his shoulder, or thumped him on the back, each in their own way voicing their approval and acceptance of him into their ranks. Ulmek came last, and Leitos fought to conceal his surprise.
“I still do not trust your judgment, Izutarian,” he rasped near Leitos’s ear. “But then, I could say the same of Sumahn and Daris, and most of the rest of these motherless goats. You are one of us now, a Brother of the Crimson Shield, and I will guard your life with my own.”
Astonishment stuck Leitos’s tongue to the roof of his mouth. Ulmek noticed his surprise, and his smile widened, a brief flicker of wry amusement, then he strode ahead to join Ba’Sel.
Soon the way grew brighter, the scent of the sea filled the passage, and the Brothers crept from gloom into the dappled sunlight falling through the boughs of scrubby trees.
Leitos took a knee beside Ba’Sel, and was joined by Ulmek and Adham, Halan and Ke’uld. Leitos glanced around, feeling that something was out-of-place. He saw nothing obvious, and counted it as nervousness.
“The way looks clear,” Halan whispered, his rumbly voice matching his blocky frame. Sweat glistened on the dark stubble sprouting from his head. He looked a brutal man, but was known to be the most tenderhearted of the Brothers.
“That’s what worries me,” Ke’uld said, black eyes roving. Wiry and dark, he could have been kin to Ba’Sel. He tugged at the pointed tuft of tight black curls adorning his chin. “Even with so many sea-wolves locked in the passageways, there should be scores of sea-wolves crawling over Witch’s Mole. Yet I see nothing of them. Where are they?”
Ulmek looked to the sun, nearing the highest point of its daily journey. “Give it a little time, and you will have all the sea-wolves you could want gnawing at your heels.”
“They’ll find I’m not so tasty when I poke a blade in their festering gobs,” Ke’uld warned.
Ba’Sel caught the Brother’s arm. “We will not fight this day, unless forced to it.”
“Just so,” Ke’uld said with a sour expression.
Leitos listened with half an ear as he studied the scrub-and rock-covered hillside that led down to a cove a quarter mile away. With the heat of the day upon them, the waves beating themselves to a pristine froth along the shore looked inviting enough that he could almost forget their enemies were fanning out over the island. Beyond the cove’s inward curving points, the turquoise Sea of Sha’uul waited, empty of Kelren ships. In the far distance, the hazed bulk of the closest island to Witch’s Mole rose out of the sea like a great, bushy dome. The Brothers called it Giant’s Head.
“We need a scout,” Ba’Sel said, favoring Leitos with a pointed look.
“Of course,” Leitos said.
“Sneaking is best,” Ulmek advised.
Adham touched his son’s arm. “Have a care,” he said, speaking aloud the concern written across the Brothers’ faces.
Leitos could not find the words to express his gratitude. So, with a last nod, he set out down the hill, ghosting through the trees over several hundred paces. He scanned around, at once searching for enemies, and picking out a concealed route. All was still, but a tingle of unease troubled him.
After clearing the dense copse, a sense of nakedness fell on him. He darted to the nearest outcrop of boulders and lost himself amid their scant shade, and the tufts of tall grass growing at their feet.
Sheltered again, the feeling of eyes tracking him diminished, but the same disquiet he had felt when escaping the east passage came again. He paused, listening to the nearby boom of incoming waves. A cricket chirred nearby, then fell quiet. He tugged at his snug robes, suddenly feeling constricted. Not a breath of wind disturbed trees or grass.
Before anyone decided he had frozen in fear, Leitos shook off his worry, and scurried farther down the slope.
Coming to a thicket that stretched across half the hillside, he dropped to his knees and crawled under a wall of twisted branches covered with waxy leaves and thorns. A pace deeper in waited a neatly trimmed passage.
Leitos got off his belly and nocked an arrow. For a dozen paces, he crept along the living tunnel. Other than the Brothers’ footprints, the only sign that anything else had recently passed by were trails left by snakes, and the tracks of birds and mice.
He entered a large clearing roofed by interlaced branches, below which waited the four overturned longboats they had used them to escape Geldain a year ago. Dust, dried leaves, and bird droppings covered the hulls.
Leitos circled the boats. All lay quiet and stuffy under the thicket, the ground free of any sign that Kelrens had been there. He paused to listen, an arrow half-drawn. After a moment, a songbird lighted in the branches overhead. Another joined it, and they began chattering. Ba’Sel and Adham had taught him that birds across any land were fair spies….
Leitos stiffened. There had been no birds when they emerged from the sanctuary, where there should have been many sheltering from the day’s heat in the tree boughs. Something had driven them away—
Before the thought was finished, Leitos was running back the way he had come.




Chapter 5
 
 
Leitos burst out of the thicket and dropped behind the nearest boulder. Far up the hillside, lost among the trees, his Brothers remained invisible. Dark clouds gathered over Witch’s Mole. Leitos began to relax. The coming storm might have driven most of the birds to cover—
An inhuman howl cut off the thought. A heartbeat later, a screaming horde of warriors, men and women alike wearing only baggy black or white breeches, exploded from all available cover between him and his Brothers. A hail of arrows fired by hidden archers flew over their heads and streaked into the trees where the Brothers waited.
Leitos cried a belated warning, and then loosed an arrow just ahead of the lead Kelren. The barbed head tore through the man’s bowels, and he fell in a tumbling roll.
All at once the Brothers surged from the trees, bucklers held at shoulder height to deflect falling arrows, as they sprinted toward Leitos. Every third man returned arrow for arrow, but they were far outnumbered. Even as he watched, the number of Kelrens tripled.
Leitos took aim at another target. Waving a pitted sword overhead, the howling woman outdistanced her companions. Embracing a sense of cold dispassion, Leitos fired. The arrow flew true and sank deep into the pit of her arm. Her cry cut off, but she ran a few more steps before toppling.
Leitos fired at another slaver. The sea-wolf fell, an arrow jutting from his neck. Before Leitos could target more enemies, the horde fell upon the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. Leitos sprinted up the hill to join them.
In the time it took for him to halve the distance to the battle, the Brothers had abandoned bows for swords, and presented a phalanx of whirling blades. Wave after wave, the Kelrens bled and died upon that blurring wall of razor-edged steel. Eager war cries became screams of agony.
Adham, Ba’Sel, and Ulmek formed the center of that line, fighting as Leitos had never imagined men could fight. Sea-wolves fell before them, throats torn out, limbs shortened to gushing stumps, entrails spilling. The Brothers advanced in lockstep, trampling the dead and wounded underfoot.
Just before Leitos reached the Brothers, a pair of changeling wolves circled the battle and attacked from behind. Where the Brothers fought with terrible beauty, the wolves ravaged mindlessly. Blood flew from their rending jaws. Teeth as long as a man’s fingers, and claws even longer, slashed like daggers.
Caught in the haze of battle, the Brothers closed ranks when their fellows fell, unaware of the threat at their backs.
Close enough now to smell the sharp odor of blood, Leitos ran faster, his sword replacing his bow. “Father!” he cried. “Behind you!”
The furious storm of battle crushed his voice before it reached a single ear. And still the Kelrens came, eroding the line of defending Brothers. Dust rose into swirling clouds, obscuring sight of the slaughter.
And then Leitos stumbled into the fray. All blurred around him, friend and foe becoming one. His sword slashed at branded skin, knowing it belonged to Kelrens.
“Now!” Ulmek yelled, sounding near.
Leitos heard breaking pottery, and then a flash of indigo light exploded before his eyes.
Nectar of Judgment! Terrible understanding filled him, even as a blast of heat and smoke knocked him sprawling. Within heartbeats, flames were sweeping through a line of screaming Kelrens, allowing the Brothers a chance to retreat.
Chaos capered and spread, separating enemies into smaller pockets. Leitos fought his way toward the longboats. Around him, hoarse shouts, the clangor of steel, the inferno’s whooshing crackle, all blended into a maddening roar.
From that madness emerged a changeling wolf, its spiny pelt smoking and charred. It spotted Leitos, growled low in its throat, and came near not on paws, but humanlike hands, the clutching fingers tipped with black talons. As it closed, its scorched hackles rose.
“Yours is the blood of Valara,” the wolf growled. Silvery threads of drool dripped from its teeth. Its huge chest blasted breaths that smelled of burned meat. “I’ve glutted upon your bloodline before. Kneel before me, and your death will be quick.”
“And what reward would your master grant for killing a prize he would rather have delivered alive?” Leitos shouted.
The changeling’s baleful yellow eyes narrowed. “The Faceless One commands less than he knows.”
Done banding words with a demon-born, Leitos attacked. The wolf reared, and Leitos ducked raking talons, even as he slashed his sword across the changeling’s belly. The wolf screamed and bounded away.
Leitos spun and came on, drawing his dagger. Belly awash in blood, the wolf turned back, jaws snapping. Leitos crouched low, allowing talons to whicker past his face, the tip of one dragging a bloody scratch down his cheek. He wrenched his head sideways and thrust his dagger deep into the wolf’s chest, then leaped away.
When the wolf turned and sprang again, Leitos dropped to his knees, and drove his sword deep between the changeling’s ribs. The wolf’s roar became a whimpery yelp, and the creature landed heavily, struggling to face Leitos.
“You have won nothing,” the demon-born rumbled through the froth of blood coating its muzzle. “You and all your weak kind will die—the age of men is finished.”
Leitos’s sword whirled and fell, slicing the wolf’s thick neck to the bone, and the beast crumpled.
Before Leitos could get his bearings, Ulmek sprinted out of the smoke, caught hold of Leitos, and hauled him along. Only a few Brothers ran with him.
“My father?” Leitos cried, struggling to look over his shoulder.
“Run!” Ulmek growled.
With Leitos between them, Ulmek and the other grim-faced Brothers raced down the hill, angling toward the thicket and the longboats. The sea-wolves came together and gave chase.
Moments later, Leitos crashed headlong into the thorny wall of bramble. Numb with worry, he felt nothing, and he smashed his way through to the passage.
When he came to the first longboat, he heaved it over. The rest of the Brothers tossed the oars inside. Haversacks followed, landing in a haphazard pile. Ulmek moved to the bow, and the rest took up positions around the sides. Behind them, howling Kelrens drew nearer.
“When we reach the sea,” Ulmek said Leitos, “you and Halan use your bows to hold them off. The rest of us will row until we are clear of the shore.”
“Where are the others?” Leitos demanded. Of forty Brothers, only eight remained.
“Some are dead,” Ulmek said, looking back the way they had come. By the sound of it, Kelrens were using their swords to clear a wider path.
“My father…?” Leitos could not say the words.
“Adham and Ba’Sel were taken. We may yet save them, but not without first saving ourselves.”
Sick with dread, Leitos took his place near the stern, and helped lift the boat. At Ulmek’s word, they followed a passage through the thicket, and came out at a precipitous trail leading to the cove.
Without slowing, the Brothers leaped down the slope, the longboat scraping and bumping over the ground. Halfway to the shore, the trail steepened. Rising dust marked their descent, and large rocks bounced ahead. At the bow, Ulmek suddenly cursed and stumbled. He fought to regain his feet, but the way was too steep. Instead of holding the boat back, his weight pulled it faster. The longboat shot forward, dragging the Brothers along. Across from Leitos, Ke’uld screamed and vanished from sight.
At the end of the trail, the longboat gouged into a berm of sand littered with seaweed and driftwood. The Brothers rolled over one another, ending up in a tangled pile.
“Up!” Ulmek called. “Damn the lot of you, up!”
As they hefted the longboat, one man remained half buried in the sand—Ke’uld, his leg horribly twisted. “Go,” he rasped.
Ulmek rushed to the fallen Brother and, avoiding the man’s weak attempts to drive him off, gently lifted Ke’uld into the boat. “Prepare the oars,” Ulmek said, retaking his place at the bow.
With the longboat held between them, the Brothers ran toward the waves. Face ashen, Ke’uld did what he could to obey Ulmek’s command.
The Brothers speared the longboat into a breaking wave, and leaned into the salty rush, straining to gain a few more feet. The wave turned back, helping them put out to sea. More waves crashed over the bow, but the Brothers kept on until they were swimming.
“Climb in,” Ulmek ordered, pulling himself up. He turned, caught Halan’s hand, and dragged him into the longboat. In moments, all had boarded the bobbing craft.
While Leitos joined Halan at the stern, the others caught hold of the oars and struggled to turn the bow into the incoming waves. By inches, the craft came about, and the rowing Brothers made for open water.
In the stern, Leitos knelt beside Halan, both ready with arrows nocked. Behind them, the Kelrens raced down the trail. Jaw set, Leitos took aim at the seething mass. His first arrow followed a blink after Halan’s. Leitos fired steadily. By his sixth shot, the longboat had begun to wallow past cresting waves, and the remaining Kelrens began to return fire.
The first volley flew high when the longboat dropped into a trough. The Kelren archers raised their bows and waited, timing the waves. Leitos and Halan began firing as fast as they could, their haste and the pitching sea ruining their aim.
“Stroke!” Ulmek cried.
Another volley of Kelren arrows flashed out of the sky, flying wide by mere feet.
“Stroke!”
Leitos bent his bow and fired, bent and fired.
“Stroke!”
The Kelren archers drew back their bowstrings, again timing the waves. Around them, their fellows roared, waving their swords overhead.
“Stroke!”
The Kelrens fired, and hope fled Leitos’s heart … but only for a moment. The closest arrow fell into the sea, twenty feet back. Behind him, the Brothers continued to heave at the oars.
“Come about,” Ulmek ordered, after the sea-wolves had become specks.
Dripping sweat, the Brothers dropped their oars and leaned on their knees, looking back the way they had come. Witch’s Mole thrust out of the sea, a green-haired skull bowing under the weight of gathering storm clouds. Cackling gulls wheeled overhead, mistaking the Brothers for fishermen.
After a time, Halan spoke up. “Do you mean to leave our Brothers to the slavers?”
Ulmek glared back in silence.
“You cannot have us abandon our Brothers to those filthy butchers,” Ke’uld gasped. His broken leg wept blood where splintered ends of bone had thrust through the skin. “What of Ba’Sel and the others? Do we leave them for dead, while we seek safety?”
Ulmek looked into each man’s face, before coming back to Halan. “Ba’Sel’s way is to keep to the shadows. Would you turn from his decrees?”
Halan’s craggy brow wrinkled. Ulmek’s questioning gaze roved. Brave and hard men all, none met his stare. Of anger—a tensing of the shoulders, a clenching of fists, and deep scowls—there was no shortage, but the Brothers of the Crimson Shield followed a strict hierarchy. In Ba’Sel’s absence, Ulmek was their leader, and it appeared that he meant to hold to Ba’Sel’s last command.
“Point us toward Giant’s Head,” Ulmek said slowly. “And make sure the Kelrens see us.”
Curious looks met this, and Leitos sat straighter. Ulmek went on.
“It is my intention to cut down ten sea-wolves for each one of us they have stolen from our ranks.” He paused, waiting until each man faced him. “Unless, of course, you think I should lead us scurrying into the shadows?”
“I have had my fill of hiding,” Ke’uld said. As the men murmured agreement, his eyes rolled up to show the whites, and his head clunked against the hull.
“Bind his leg,” Ulmek said.
As Halan and a few others rooted through haversacks to find anything to use for bandages, Leitos looked back toward Witch’s Mole.
Hold fast, Father. He willed that thought to bridge the gap between them, refusing to consider that his father might have perished in the battle.




Chapter 6
 
 
While the rest of the Brothers sat nibbling strips of salt fish on the hull of the overturned longboat, Leitos paced relentlessly. Seaweed and damp made the footing slick across the reddish shelf of stone, which slanted into the sea from the base of a cliff. He had covered its breadth more times than he could count.
A dozen feet away, whitecaps battered their way through the Bloody Fingers, a forest of sandstone sea stacks jutting off the southernmost point of Witch’s Mole. A steady wind soaked the Brothers and the shelf of stone with foaming spray. Overhead, clouds continued to mass, blotting out the failing light of day.
An hour before, when it seemed possible that the worst of the coming storm might skirt the island, Ulmek had sent Sumahn and Daris up the faint trail to the top of the cliff. “If you cross patrolling enemies, avoid them,” he had warned. “For now, we need only to know where the sea-wolves are holding our brethren. Alerting the Kelrens that we have returned will not help us.”
Sumahn and Daris accepted that order with agreeable nods, but Leitos scowled. “Should I not join them?”
“You are the last person I would send,” Ulmek said firmly. Before Leitos could protest, he took him aside. “If I had need of dead slavers, I would gladly send you.”
“You do not believe I can follow orders?”
Ulmek gave him a sympathetic look. “With your father taken, do you really think you could adhere to my commands?” Leitos made to answer, but Ulmek cut him off. “Kelrens are a cruel race, men and women both. Could you stand by and watch them dig out your father’s eyes, or cut off his tongue, or brand him with hot irons?”
“No,” Leitos admitted.
“And so you will stay here, at my side.” He clapped a hand over Leitos’s shoulder. “Trust that I know how you feel, and believe me when I say, I long for the moment when I can unleash you upon these bastards.” His eyes flashed darkly. “I long for that moment myself….”
Now Leitos pivoted on his heel, and stalked back the way he had come, glancing at the trail zigzagging up the cliff, almost invisible with the approach of night. Brush and trees on the rim whipped in protest against the wind’s fury, but he saw nothing of Sumahn and Daris. Lightning flashed, thunder rolled, and a brief, drumming patter of rain stung his cheeks.
A different sort of thunder turned him about, and he recoiled at the sight of a gigantic mountain of dark water crashing through the crooked stacks.
“Hold!” Ulmek shouted, and rushed to help Halan protect an unconscious Ke’uld.
With a shuddering boom, the wave tumbled over the men. Leitos scrambled for the longboat, but the turbulent waters swept him off his feet, dragging him toward the sea. Before the angry waters could take him, Ulmek caught his wrist and pulled him back.
“Bathing, are we?” Daris called out of the gloom, laughing as he rushed nimbly down the treacherous path. Sumahn came behind him.
Ulmek did not rise to the jest. “We cannot stay here any longer,” he said, wiping his face.
Leitos wanted to learn what the two Brothers had seen, but that would have to wait. He helped the others right the longboat, then, gently as possible, they settled Ke’uld into the bottom. After reloading the supplies, they launched the craft.
The turbulent waters threatened to shatter the longboat to splinters against the Bloody Fingers. With much cursing, half the Brothers rowed, while the other half used spare oars to keep the longboats off the stacks.
Beyond the Bloody Fingers, the Sea of Sha’uul had gone dark and perilous, with waves big as houses crashing over them. The storm gobbled the fading light of day. Lightning slashed the darkness, a chaotic flickering that turned the driving rain silver. Wind screamed, and thunder joined its voice to the steady rumble of the sea.
“What did you learn?” Ulmek yelled.
“The sea-wolves are taking the prisoners to one of their ships,” Sumahn shouted back, fighting to keep his balance.
“Which one?”
“The storm came too fast to know,” Daris answered. “It was dark before we found them gathered on the western shore.”
“What else?” asked Ulmek.
“Most of the Kelrens remain on shore,” Sumahn said. “They have built bonfires, and are well on their way to drunkenness. I think they mean to stay on the beach until the storm passes.”
Ulmek squinted against the lashing rain. “The Silent God of All has favored us with this storm. Make for the west!”
While the Brothers pulled at the oars, Ulmek called out his plan. Not a single Brother shrank from the coming danger, but instead rowed all the harder.
Leitos knelt beside a delirious Ke’uld, and bailed water. Using his arms and cupped hands, he swept the seawater over the side, only to have it come rushing back each time the longboat wallowed over another mountain of black water. Between the crests waited deep valleys, the longboat slicing through the lacey sheets of foam that adorned their steep walls. On and on they fought against the storm, until Leitos began to the think it was not a blessing at all, but a curse.
“There!” Ulmek called suddenly. He stood firm in the bow, despite the pitching seas.
Leitos looked up and caught sight of an anchored Kelren ship before they plunged into a trough. When the longboat rose again, lightning raked the clouds and lanced down, spreading violet fire over the ship’s mast and spars. The vessel’s bow slammed against the sea in a frothy explosion. Leitos searched for enemies on the deck, but all he could make out were ropes and tarps snapping in the gale. If the sea-wolves had any guards on watch, they had taken shelter.
“Closer,” Ulmek commanded. He had fished a coil of knotted rope from his haversack, and tied a small iron grappling hook to one end.
Foot by foot, the longboat slogged nearer to the Kelren vessel. Along with Sumahn and Daris, Leitos made ready. When the ship’s side loomed before them, Ulmek hurled the grapnel over the rail. He dragged the slack out of the line until the hook caught, and thrust the rope into Leitos’s hands.
There was no time for consideration. Leitos began climbing, using his feet to keep from slamming against the planks. Sumahn and Daris followed, their weight pulling the knotted cord tight. More Brothers came after, making a solid line of men.
Hand over hand, Leitos quickly hauled himself up to the rail, heaved himself over, and landed in a crouch on the rain-slicked deck. A hasty search showed him secured booms, furled sails, coils of rope, stacked buckets, and bulky shapes covered with tarps. A hundred paces across the teeming waves, the second slave ship bobbed wildly.
“Guards?” Sumahn asked, as he dropped next to Leitos. He braced himself against the ship’s bucking deck, and drew his dagger.
“If so,” Leitos said, as Daris joined them, “they are hiding in wait, or below decks.”
The trio quickly helped the rest of their brethren aboard. In the longboat below, standing protectively over Ke’uld, Ulmek gave a hand sign to begin.
“Keep an eye on the hatch,” Halan ordered Leitos. Then, taking charge of the boarding party, he directed the Brothers to the fore-and poop decks.
Without speaking, the Brothers spread out over the ship, checking every possible place to hide. They found nothing, and in short order returned to the raised hatch set in the center of the main deck.
“Waiting gains us nothing,” Leitos said, imagining his father shackled below.
“Do you mean to go down first?” Sumahn asked.
“You are a new Brother,” Halan rumbled in protest. “One of us should—”
“I’m the smaller target,” Leitos interrupted, drawing both his sword and dagger.
At Halan’s reluctant nod, Sumahn and Daris each grasped a handle, and prepared to swing open the doors. Sumahn eyed Leitos. “Are you ready, little brother?”
Leitos swallowed, throat dry despite the glut of rainwater pouring down. With some effort, he cleared his mind of all the possible dangers that might wait beyond those doors. “Now,” he said.
Sumahan and Daris heaved open the doors, and the ghastliest stench Leitos had ever smelled gusted from the open hatch. Behind it rushed a mutilated demon bearing an axe in one hand, and a torch in the other.




Chapter 7
 
 
Reeling backward, Leitos slashed at the terrible figure bearing down on him—not a creature, but a man, scarred over every inch of his body with gruesome brands. His sword furrowed the sea-wolf’s brow, and a wash of blood poured into his eyes, momentarily halting him.
By then, more Kelrens had swarmed out of the hatch to join the first, all wielding cudgels and axes, swords and daggers. Outnumbered though they were, the Brothers crashed against the horde.
Without thought, Leitos ran his dagger through the first Kelren’s throat, giving it a brutal twist before wrenching the blade free. Gagging, the man dropped his torch into a stack of crates, and toppled over the rail.
Lightning flashed, and out of that brilliant blue-white radiance came another sea-wolf. His fist, balled around the hilt of wide-bladed sword, landed against Leitos’s chin, knocking him into the stack of now smoldering crates. Stunned, Leitos struggled to get free of the shattered wooden slats. Despite the deluge, something within the crates went up with a loud whoosh of flames and heat. Leitos tumbled away, a hair’s breadth from catching fire himself.
The Kelren waded toward Leitos, battering men aside. Before Leitos could gain his feet, the man booted him in the ribs, the force of the kick tossing him across the deck. The sea-wolf drubbed him again, rocking his head.
Groaning, his face and ribs feeling crushed, Leitos flung himself against his attacker’s shins, knocking him off balance. When the Kelren stumbled out of reach, Leitos thrust himself to his feet. Still seeing starbursts, he held up his weapons, and beat a quick retreat.
To one side, the pile of crates erupted into a spitting tower of fire. Seeming to dance within the lurid firelight, the Brothers fought fluidly. The Kelrens attacked like wild animals, full of fury and seeking blood. That recklessness had cost them half their number, and no more were coming out of the hatch.
“A boy dares face me,” roared the Kelren in front of Leitos, “the greatest of my clan?” He whipped his head to clear sodden hair from his eyes, and raised his axe.
“And who stands against me,” Leitos shot back, “but a ravisher of swine?”
The sea-wolf’s face hardened, and he charged with a bloodcurdling battle cry. Leitos waited, and all before him slowed to the pace of a dream. As the slaver’s axe fell, Leitos dropped to his haunches and leaned hard to one side. His sword slid across the raider’s bare waist, sinking deep. The man lurched past with a strangled shriek, and skidded across the deck on his knees.
Leitos stood upright, and circled around the kneeling Kelren. He had dropped his axe in favor of holding back his insides. When Leitos came around him, a look of distress crossed his branded features.
Mind empty of all feeling and pity, Leitos drove his dagger into the slaver’s eye. The man stiffened, his fingers spasming through his innards. Leitos kicked the twitching raider off his dagger, and spun to face his next enemy. But to the last, the Kelrens lay dead.
“Gods good and wise,” Sumahn drawled, wiping his blade clean on a dead woman’s soiled breeches, “from a puling initiate to a blooded Brother, all in less than a night and a day. I suppose I have now seen everything.”
“Put out that damned fire,” Halan roared.
Leitos spun to find that while the flames had begun to die, they were far from out. As Brothers rushed to stamp out the fire, Leitos looked past them to the second Kelren ship, now aglow with lanterns, and teeming with movement. Even as he watched, the mainsail began to unfurl.
“It’s too late,” Daris said. “They must have seen saw the fire.”
“Surely they are not foolish enough to sail in this weather….” Sumahn trailed off. The ship was already setting out, nearly obscured by sheeting rain. “The cowards are leaving half their men behind.”
“Search below for our Brothers!” Halan ordered.
Leitos scrambled down the ladder to the rowing deck. Nothing moved, but the rank smell was worse below decks. Struggling not to gag, Leitos waited for the others to join him.
The light of a single firemoss lantern, hanging on a peg driven into an overhead beam, cast all in ugly yellow hues. Rainwater dripped onto rows of benches lining either side of the deck. Hull-side racks held stacks of long oars. The portholes through which those oars drove the ship were shuttered against the storm. Piles of crates and barrels, secured with webs of rope, nearly hid two closed doors set in the bulkheads on either end of the deck. On Kelren vessels, Ulmek had told them, the shipmaster’s cabin lay aft of the galley, and the crew’s quarters dominated the area beyond the forward bulkhead.
In the center of the rowing deck waited another large hatch that led down to the hold. The source of the ship’s stench—tar, salt fish, caged animals, unwashed men, rancid bilge water—wafted through the hatch’s wooden grating. That was where the slavers kept prisoners. Before venturing there, Leitos knew they must secure the rest of the ship, or risk getting trapped below. It took every bit of his will not to hurl caution aside, and seek out his father.
“Get Ke’uld onto the ship,” Ulmek called back over his shoulder, as he descended the ladder. Once his feet hit the deck, he pointed at Leitos, Sumahn, and Daris. “You three secure the shipmaster’s cabin. The rest of us will see to the crew’s quarters.” He frowned then. “We need to take any remaining sea-wolves alive.”
“One would do for information,” Sumahn said.
“We need them all alive,” Ulmek said, his tone brooking no argument.
Daris moved to the aft bulkhead. Leitos came next, with Sumahn last. Each held two blades ready. After reaching the door, Daris opened it a crack, then shoved it wide. The galley was a cramped, narrow space with three walls of cabinets, a small iron stove, and reeked of strong spices.
Daris led them through the galley, squeezed through another doorway, and led them into a short passage. To one side, a ladder climbed up a bulkhead to a leaky hatch in the main deck, and next to this stood an open doorway. Beyond it lay a small cabin, the floor scattered with clothes. A large rumpled bed was tucked into a recess in the rearmost section, and a table was set with a half-eaten meal.
“Seems this ship is without a master,” Sumahn said.
Daris opened his mouth to respond, but a sudden commotion cut him off.
The three turned and ran back the way they had come, and found Ulmek standing over a score of kneeling Kelrens, men and women all bleary-eyed from sleep and too much drink. Some were naked, others wore breechclouts, still more were garbed in voluminous trousers that looked as if they had never suffered a cleaning. All bore signs of quick, violent abuses—bloody cuts, broken noses, a few shattered limbs. Some few lay near the open door to the crew’s quarters, sprawled in unconsciousness. Bindings secured every pair of wrists and ankles.
“Check the hold,” Ulmek ordered, his flinty eyes locked on the slavers. He tested the edge of his dagger on a thumb, the slowly twisting blade throwing shimmers of light.
“You’ll find naught but rats and supplies in the belly of the Bloody Whore’s,” one man said, his hostile grin showing a mouthful of rotten teeth. Like his shipmates, his hair hung long and matted, his weathered skin dark, leathery, and covered in entwined brandings.
Ulmek’s flat stare did not change when he booted the man’s face, driving him to the deck. Chuckling wetly, the Kelren gathered himself, struggled back to a kneeling position. He spat blood and two shattered teeth at Ulmek’s feet.
Eager to see if his father and Ba’Sel were aboard, Leitos hurried into the murky hold, only to find it packed with supplies. “Send down a light,” he called, refusing to accept his eyes, or the Kelren’s word.
Sumahn passed him down a lantern, and Leitos held it high. Rats scurried over barrels, crates, timbers and tools, rolls of canvas and coils of rope, and all else that the slavers might need on their voyages. There were no men, no chains. Disheartened, Leitos climbed back to the rowing deck, and shook his head at Ulmek’s questioning look.
“Telmon does not lie,” the prisoner said with a shrug.
Ulmek kicked him again. This time, Telmon was slower getting back to his knees. Nose shattered and pouring blood, he looked at Ulmek with an expression that spoke not of anger, but something darker and far more dangerous. When his eyes found Leitos, his face changed to a greedy curiosity.
“You have the look of an Izutarian.”
“Do not speak to him,” Ulmek said to Leitos.
“Haven’t seen your kind in years,” Telmon said. “A pity. I miss the sweet tears that your women weep when they spread their legs for me and my fellows.”
A prickly heat flashed over Leitos’s skin. His sword flashed in a deadly stroke, but Ulmek caught his wrist.
“The other ship is almost out of sight,” Halan said through the hatch.
Ulmek cursed under his breath. “Sumahn, make sure these animals stay put.”
Telmon’s abrupt laughter filled the rowing deck, and the other slavers added their voices to his. Ulmek twined his fingers through sea-wolf’s ratty hair, then dragged him to the ladder up to the main deck. “Climb.”
Telmon spat again. “May a bloody pox infect your mother’s festering—”
Ulmek rammed Telmon’s face against a rung, ending his insult. “Climb, or I will shove this dagger through your spine. You’ll twitch and cry, but you won’t die … at least not quickly.”
Telmon’s face writhed with something beyond hate, but he went up the ladder, clumsily, for the ropes binding his hands and feet. Before he was halfway through the hatch, Halan snatched him out of sight.
“With me,” Ulmek said, pointing to Leitos and Daris.
The trio climbed into the storm. They joined Halan and a kneeling Telmon at the starboard rail, looking south. Lightning clawed at the black of night, highlighting the other ship’s ghostly outline.
“Where do they go?” Ulmek shouted above the wind.
Telmon laughed riotously. Ulmek clubbed him across the mouth, and asked again. Still laughing, Telmon said, “My mates sail for the hunting grounds.”
Those words sent a nervous flutter through Leitos’s belly, and he offered up a silent prayer for his father, Ba’Sel, and all the others.
Ulmek seemed unperturbed. “Then we will follow.”
“We do not know how to sail a ship!” Halan protested.
“No,” Ulmek agreed, “but our captives do.”
Telmon laughed all the harder. “I’d not help you if—”
Ulmek caught Telmon’s ear and wrenched his head to the side. His dagger flashed, and Telmon fell screaming to the rain-washed deck.
“You will help us!” Ulmek bellowed, flinging the severed ear into the Kelren’s face. “By the gods good and wise, you will sail this wallowing tub, even if I have to cut pieces off you until you do.”
As Telmon blubbered his newfound willingness, Leitos watched a foaming wave take the Kelren’s ear across the deck and over the side. What little pity he retained in his heart went with that bit of bloody meat. He let it go. For the sake of his Brothers and his father, he could not suffer any such feelings to stain his conscience.




Chapter 8
 
 
For two sleepless days and nights, the gale blew and raged. By day, under leaden skies, the Night Blade always sailed ahead of the Bloody Whore, a misty shape at the edge of sight. At dawn of the third day, the Brothers found that the ship had vanished.
Now nearing sunset, the swells still wore foaming white crowns, and the rain came sporadically in pounding sheets, but the worst of the storm had passed. In the time since the night of the raid, four more Kelrens had lost their ears to Ulmek’s blade, before the rest decided that sailing the ship without objection was the better option.
“I still believe they yielded too easily,” Leitos said, looking down the deck. From this vantage, they could keep an eye on the sea-wolves busy sailing the Bloody Whore.
“Perhaps,” Ulmek allowed, haggard of face and eye. A wave boomed against the hull, sending up a curtain of salty spray. He caught a rope tied about the foremast to keep his balance.
“They cannot be trusted,” Halan said.
“Of course not,” Ulmek snapped. “I suffer them to live out of need alone.”
“And after our brothers are with us again, what then?” Halan asked, his bluff features drawn, accentuating the dark circles under his eyes.
Ulmek scrubbed a hand over his face. “When we have rescued Ba’Sel and the others, I will strike off the heads of these sea-wolves until my sword breaks.”
Halan looked to a rosy slash of clouds hanging low over the southern horizon. By the coming dawn, the storm would be a memory. “We are not seafarers,” he said slowly. “We are far from home, and getting farther by the hour. Kill the sea-wolves, and we will remain far from home.”
“Then I suggest you learn from them,” Ulmek said. “Make them believe we mean them no harm.”
Leitos turned his eyes on the five slavers who wore bloodstained bandages around their heads, those who had lost their ears. He doubted they would ever make the mistake of believing they were safe in the hands of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield.
Telmon glanced at Leitos, bared his rotten teeth in a grin. Sumahn, standing nearby, slapped the back of the slaver’s head. Telmon flinched, looking like a feral animal about to lash out, then abruptly bent back to coiling rope.
“What if we do not find the Night Blade?” Halan ventured.
“We have no choice but to trust that we will find her where Telmon promised,” Ulmek said.
After discovering the disappearance of the Night blade, Ulmek had threatened to chop off a few more precious pieces of Telmon if he failed to explain how a ship could disappear. The slaver admitted that his comrades had likely dumped their cargo to make better speed. “To the south, there is nowhere else to go. I tell you true, they sail for the hunting grounds,” the slaver asserted, all the more believable because Ulmek had been a hair’s width from blinding the sea-wolf with the tip of his dagger.
“As do we?” Ulmek asked. The Bloody Whore sailed south, to be sure, but as none of the Brothers had ever ventured beyond sight of land, there was no way to know for certain if the Kelrens were sailing them where they claimed.
Telmon leered. “Soon, you’ll know Telmon does not lie. By midnight, unless the Whore strikes a reef and founders, she’ll be riding anchor beside the Night Blade….”
Ulmek interrupted Leitos’s grim study. “The storm is letting up. You, Halan, and two others go and get some sleep.”
“What of you?” Halan asked. “As our leader, you can ill-afford to neglect yourself.”
Ulmek’s fierce expression left no room for argument. “I will take rest when our men are safe among us.”
More than food, the opportunity of rest pushed Leitos below decks to collapse into a smelly hammock in the crew’s quarters. The night of his testing, the battle against the Kelrens, and the many long hours standing on the deck of the Bloody Whore, all seemed distant, memories so vague as to be someone else’s.
As soon as he closed his eyes, Zera materialized before him, clad in snug leathers. The scorching heat of her green eyes dwindled to reveal a glow of sorrow. She seemed smaller, childlike, vulnerable in a way that he never could have imagined when she strode at his side across Geldain. He reached for her, hands dripping the cooling scarlet life that had once flowed through her veins. When he touched her, she became as smoke and ash, and drifted away….
Leitos startled awake and stared up into the gloom. It was not the first time he had dreamed of Zera, but each time it was as if it were the first. He feared his grief for her loss would always remain as fresh and raw as an unhealing wound.
Gradually, he became aware that the ship rode the sea more smoothly. They had passed through the storm. The door to the crew’s quarters stood ajar, letting in murmured voices and a little light. He thought it might be the handful of slavers Ulmek had ordered chained to the rowing benches, until he made out the voices of Sumahn and Daris. Leitos clambered out of the hammock and strode from the crew’s quarters.
He found Sumahn and Daris sitting on a pair of upended casks, swords out. They cut off talking when he came into sight, as if caught saying something they should not. Sumahn grunted in greeting, then went back to using the tip of his sword to scratch some figure into the deck.
Daris made busy honing his blade with long, even strokes. “About time you woke up. The rest are already topside. According to that Telmon, we are soon to drop anchor.”
“Take a seat,” Sumahn offered, and rolled a third cask Leitos’s way.
After settling on the small barrel, the trio sat listening to the whoosh of the sea passing along the hull, and the soft metallic whisking noise of Daris honing his blade. The longer they sat still, the more Sumahn’s face twisted.
Daris said, “Might as well let it out.”
He had barely finished before Sumahn began speaking. “I’m tired of always running about like bumbling lackwits. What are we doing, what is our purpose?” He stabbed the tip of his sword into the center of his crude design.
Daris glanced at Leitos. “You tell him, little brother. I have—many times—but it seems my words are wind.”
Leitos shrugged. “We are trying to rescue Ba’Sel, my father, and all the rest of our brethren.”
“I know that much,” Sumahn snapped. “What I mean is, what are the Brothers of the Crimson Shield doing in Geldain and in the world? For as long as I can remember, we run and hide, pricking the Faceless One where we can, but never causing real harm. We take in the rare urchin or escaped slave, but only those who are deemed worthy to fill our ranks. Ba’Sel speaks of some ancient treaty between him and a forgotten ice-born king, but adheres to that treaty only when it suits him.”
“I suppose you side with Ulmek, then?” Daris asked, thumbing the edge of his sword. “All that proud tripe about being the ‘tip of the spear that pierces the Faceless One’s heart’ … even if in the piercing, the tip is destroyed?”
Sumahn looked around the shadowed deck. “Better a broken spear than this,” he said bitterly. “After we save Ba’Sel and the others, what then?” He did not wait for an answer. “I’ll tell you what. We will go back to Witch’s Mole, or maybe Giant’s Head, or some other rock in the sea, or maybe even return to Geldain, and there we will burrow into another cave. We will train for a war that we will never join, and scrounge and hunt to survive. In time, we will grow old and die.” He paused, looking for an argument that never came, then went on.
“All the while, Ba’Sel will replace us, one by one, and keep blathering about the world before the Upheaval and the Faceless One. He will rouse new Brothers, train them. In time they, too, will go to unmarked and unremembered graves. Perhaps another will rise up to take Ba’Sel’s place, but not before he trains that warrior to be just like him—weak, indecisive … useless.”
“Those are dangerous words,” Daris said with a frown. Leitos wondered how many of the others felt the same.
“And words they will remain, until you do something.”
All three jerked at Telmon’s voice. Sumahn jumped to his feet, and thrust the tip of his sword against the slaver’s neck. “What are you doing here?”
Telmon traced the length of the blade with bland eyes. Still bound at the wrists, he slowly raised a wooden cup of water past the sword, and sipped. “Your leader, Ulmek, sent me to fetch you. Thought since I was down here, I ought to take a drink.”
“Ulmek sent you alone?”
A watery trickle of blood escaped the bandage around Telmon’s head, rippled over the brands on his neck and down one side of his equally scarred chest. “Where am I to go, what am I to do, when my ship is overrun with such warriors as yourselves?” The indolent look in his eyes, his condescending tone, belied his praise.
“Maybe I’ll take your advice, and begin by ridding you of that ugly head of yours,” Sumahn growled, twisting the tip of his sword deeper into Telmon’s neck. A drop of blood sprang from the wound.
“Aye, you could,” Telmon said. “But you won’t.”
“And why not?”
Telmon’s eyes narrowed, and he pressed against the sword. Blood pooled on the flat of Sumahn’s blade. Telmon smiled broadly. “Because you need me, and all my fellows, to get you home.”
A murderous light sparked in Sumahn’s gaze. “We can make do with one less sea-wolf,” he growled. He abruptly shifted his weight to his back foot, preparing to thrust.
“Hold!” Ulmek bellowed.
“None of you,” Telmon whispered, “dare follow your convictions. You bow and scrape to this Ba’Sel, an impotent old man who would better serve your Brotherhood if you gave him over to vultures.”
“Get back above, vermin,” Ulmek ordered Telmon, “or I’ll let the boy have his way.”
“As you command,” Telmon said, bobbing his head in mock deference. He sauntered away, making no hurry to climb the ladder to the main deck.
“My orders were to keep these ill-begotten scum alive and hale,” Ulmek said after the slaver vanished. “Those orders stand, unless you think to displace me?”
Sumahn looked at his feet, shaking with rage. “No,” he said stiffly. “Never.”
“Away with you,” Ulmek said, moderating his tone. “And you, too, Daris. Leitos, with me.”
Sumahn jammed his sword into the scabbard strapped across his back, and went topside. Daris went with him, casting a curious glance at Leitos, before he disappeared through the hatchway.
Ulmek eyed the chained Kelrens. All had come awake by now, and they looked on with varying degrees of contempt.
“We need answers,” Ulmek said, fingering a burlap sack tied to his belt. When he brushed the bulge at the bottom, it shifted and squeaked.
“So you no longer believe Telmon?” asked Leitos.
“As you suggested, why would a sea-wolf, a man who puts red-hot irons to his skin as a matter of course, turn against his brethren at the mere loss of an ear? Together, we will find the truth.”
Leitos looked to that squeaking sack again, and with a shudder wondered what Ulmek had in mind.




Chapter 9
 
 
Ulmek chose out the biggest of the sea-wolves, a man with countless brands covering slabs of lean muscle. The Kelren peered through ropes of knotted hair with startling blue. Unlike Telmon, his grin held white teeth, if crooked.
“Tell me,” Ulmek said, “what will your fellows do when they reach these hunting grounds? Will they drop anchor and go ashore? Do you have a fortress there, some defensible ground?”
The sea-wolf shifted, rattling the short length of chain securing him to the bench. The rest of the slavers watched, eyes glittering with a strange anticipation.
“You will answer me,” Ulmek warned, his voice more menacing for the softness of it.
“Here’s an answer,” the man growled, “go bugger that boy at your side.”
Ulmek knelt down. “In the shipmaster’s cabin,” he said to Leitos, eyes locked with the Kelren’s, “you will find a small pot of honey on the top shelf of the wardrobe. Bring it to me.”
The slaver laughed. “You think sweets will loosen my tongue?”
“In a manner of speaking,” Leitos heard Ulmek say, before striding into the galley and out of earshot.
In the shipmaster’s cabin, Halan sat next to the bed, using a damp cloth to wipe Ke’uld’s feverish brow.
“Ulmek wants honey for the sea-wolf,” Leitos said.
Halan winced, and thrust his chin in the direction of the wardrobe. “Whatever you see,” he said in a cryptic tone, “it is best not to think too much about it.”
Leitos retrieved the honey, then looked to Ke’uld. “How is he?”
Halan shook his head in answer, and Leitos silently left him to tend his friend.
When he returned, the now unchained slaver lay on his back, mouth slack, a large knot forming at his temple.
“Open the hatch to the hold,” Ulmek ordered Leitos.
After doing so, Leitos helped Ulmek drag the groaning Kelren to the opening. Together they lowered the groggy sea-wolf into the waiting murk. Ulmek descended first, holding aloft a firemoss lantern, and Leitos followed. Ulmek hung the lantern on a peg overhead.
“What do you mean to do?” Leitos asked uneasily.
Ulmek glanced at him, features bland. Instead of answering, he said, “While I see to his arms, you tie off his legs.”
By the time they finished securing the ropes, the Kelren was on his back, arms and legs pulled tight. When Ulmek cut off the man’s grubby trousers, leaving him bare as a newborn, Leitos remembered Halan’s wince at the mention of honey, and steeled himself.
Ulmek used a pail to splash some thick, dark bilge water over the Kelren’s face. He came awake, sputtering and cursing. Ulmek then took the pot of honey from Leitos. With a little work, he pried off the lid.
The glassy eyed sea-wolf watched it all. “We’ve oft wagered between us whether you Brothers preferred laying with goats or men.” He brayed mirthless laughter, and thrust his hips obscenely. “Now I know. But there’s no need for honey—many a maiden has told how my nectar is sweeter than a child’s dreams.”
With a disquieting lack of emotion, Ulmek poured the thick amber fluid over the Kelren’s loins. “Tell me your name?”
“What is it to you?”
“When I tell others about this, your name will remind them of whom I speak … keep things clear in their minds.” Ulmek dropped the empty pot, and slowly drew his dagger.
“Guess,” the Kelren snarled.
Ulmek held the blade before his face, admiring its edge. “Just a name,” he whispered, moving to stand over the sea-wolf. He abruptly sliced the dagger across his palm, then clenched his fist. Blood squeezed between his fingers, dripped onto the man, covering him with small crimson coins.
“Your pain does not frighten me,” the Kelren scoffed. As Ulmek’s blood continued to drip, the sea-wolf’s bravado gradually vanished, until he began bucking against the restraints. “What are you doing? What do you want?”
“Your name,” Ulmek said again, as if it were the simplest of requests. He shook the sack at his belt. Whatever was hidden within the burlap prison stirred, making the coarse fabric dance. “For the moment, a name is more than enough.”
Looking at the sack, the slaver’s eyes bulged. “Rallin,” he blurted. “Rallin of the Blackfish.”
Ulmek cocked an eyebrow at Leitos. “Surely, he jests?”
Leitos shrugged uncomfortably. “Why would he?”
“ ‘Tis true!” Rallin bellowed.
Ulmek knelt at the slaver’s side. “You have done well, Rallin of the Blackfish. Now I need to know the best way to get aboard the Night Blade.”
The sea-wolf stiffened, resoluteness replacing the panic in his stare. “I’ll never tell, you accursed—”
Rallin’s retort became a short scream when Ulmek thrust the dagger under his kneecap. When he stopped digging, Rallin’s head dropped back. “You cannot break me,” he panted.
“You mistake me,” Ulmek said; Leitos had never heard or seen the man look so serene. “I do not want to ‘break’ you. I want to rescue my men. Surely you understand?”
The sea-wolf held silent, and Ulmek worked the blade deeper into the joint, steel grinding through gristle and sinew. The sound set Leitos’s teeth on edge.
Sweat sprang from the slaver’s pores, and a stink of terror wafted from his skin, an odor Leitos knew all too well from the mines of his childhood. He felt no pity, for men like this had chained his people and countless others, all without a care that most would suffer horribly and eventually die in the hands of Alon’mahk’lar.
When Ulmek canted the blade, prying up Rallin’s kneecap, the man lost control of his bladder. Ulmek’s nose wrinkled in distaste, but he did not relent.
“Tell me how to take the Night Blade, and I will leave you with the ability to walk. Hold your tongue, and….” Ulmek levered the dagger. A hissing screech burst through Rallin’s teeth.
“I do not think my dagger will loosen his tongue,” Ulmek said, and withdrew the blade.
The sea-wolf lay gasping. His rolling eyes found Leitos. “Kill this inbred bastard for me, free those above, and I’ll see that you are safe among my people for the remaining days of your life.”
A shiver of revulsion passed over Leitos’s skin. “You think I would betray my own for the promise of becoming one of you?”
“The Faceless One rewards his followers,” Rallin said.
“The Faceless One seeks to destroy all humankind,” Leitos answered hollowly.
“Lies, boy! Exaggerations and blasphemies, spread by fools. I tell you, we have lives worth living. We serve him, and in return, he rewards us, allows us to sail and take plunder of his enemies—our enemies. Stay with these men, and you’ll be hunted all your days. The Brothers of the Crimson Shield are the true betrayers. Stay with them, and you’ll die by the sword or wither in chains. Side with us, and reap the blessings of our master.”
Leitos said nothing, but he noticed Ulmek’s scrutiny.
“Well, little brother, what will it be?” Ulmek asked. Leitos frowned at the question, spoken as if there was actually a choice. Ulmek dropped his gaze to Leitos’s hand. He had unknowingly drawn his sword. “Will you cut me down and free him?”
“No. Never,” Leitos said. “I … I meant to end his drivel.”
“Then why not do it?”
“Would you stop me?”
“No.” Ulmek stood away with an inviting gesture. “Kill him. He and those like him have preyed upon your people long years, much as they have preyed upon mine. He deserves death. Take your vengeance.”
Rallin looked between them. “Don’t listen, boy. To kill a servant of the Faceless One is a grievous crime.”
Leitos gripped the hilt of his sword, knuckles going white. He stepped forward, eyeing Rallin’s pulse throbbing in his neck. That was where the blade would fall, stilling the Kelren’s lies. In an instant, it would be over. The sword swung above his head, his muscles went tight and hard. In a blink, he could destroy this lying, hateful beast. A blink….
Leitos abruptly lowered the sword, settled back on the soles of his feet. “We need to learn his secrets. Killing him serves nothing.”
“You are learning, little brother,” Ulmek said solemnly.
“A test?” Leitos asked in disbelief.
Ulmek nodded. “Each new day is filled with challenges and obstacles. We learn from them, surmount them, or we do not. To be a Brother of the Crimson Shield is to overcome more often than you fail … and to survive, of course.”
While Leitos considered that, Ulmek reached into the sack at his belt, and carefully drew out a large rat. He held it up for Rallin to see.
“In the alleys of Zuladah, they are not so willing to let a man handle them,” Ulmek said, deftly avoiding the vermin’s nipping teeth. As he looked into its shiny black eyes, the creature calmed. “On a ship, though, rats are used to men tromping about—they do not like us overmuch, but they tolerate our presence.”
“You are a fool if you think a rat will make me betray my own.”
“You overestimate yourself,” Ulmek said placidly. He raised a bloody finger to the rat. It stretched out its nose, whiskers dancing eagerly. “Or, perhaps, you misjudge the persuasiveness of hungry vermin.”
Rallin went still as stone. “What … what do you mean to do?” he demanded.
“One way or another, I will have the answers I require,” Ulmek said. “That is all. Your life, your pain and suffering, are all meaningless to me, while my the men of my order are my life. Answer my questions, Rallin of the Blackfish, and you will walk out of here … a whole man.”
“Gods good and wise, you are mad!”
“Refuse to tell me what I need … well, no matter. Another will, and you will have been ruined for nothing.”
“Do not do this,” Rallin pleaded.
Ulmek went on, as if the sea-wolf had not spoken. “After this little fellow tastes blood, he will call to his companions. More will come, and more still. Dozens, maybe scores. After they lick away the blood, they’ll taste the honey. By then, a swarm will have covered you, frenzied with hunger. They will start digging then, and chewing—their claws and teeth are so very sharp.”
“Do not do this!” Rallin repeated, howling the words.
“They will devour your manhood, burrow into your bowels, eat their way to your beating heart—but only if I let them.” Ulmek pulled another rat from the sack.
“I cannot watch this,” Leitos muttered hoarsely.
“You must,” Ulmek said. “I must. Even Rallin, here, must see how far I am willing to go in order to free our brethren. The Faceless One and his agents have forced their war and their chains on us far too long. This night, all that ends. No more running. No more hiding. No more submitting.”
With some effort, Leitos stood his ground, and glanced at the slaver. “You can escape the judgment you deserve,” he said, voice cold. “The choice is yours—a choice that you have never given to those you kill or enslave. Tell us how to defeat the Night Blade. Tell us how to get our brethren safely back, and you will be spared.”
Rallin’s gaze darted from the lively rats held in Ulmek’s hands, and back to Leitos. “I … I’ll tell you … just don’t put those rats on me. I swear, to all the gods that heed men, I’ll tell!”
And so he did, telling of Kelren strategies and how to overcome them, of signals and how to answer them. He also revealed that Telmon intended to lead the Brothers into a trap that would get them all killed.
When he finished, fresh tears were spilling from his eyes. “You will let me live, a man whole … as you promised, yes?”
“No,” Ulmek said, and tossed the rats onto the slaver.
Rallin began screaming before Ulmek hustled a stunned Leitos up out of the hold. His initial shrieks were merely cries of fear. By the time Ulmek shut the hatch, the sounds of agony filled the hold.
“Do not fret,” Ulmek said to the chained Kelrens. “Do as you are told, and I promise you will fare better than your mate.”
Naked terror shone in the eyes of the sea-wolves, and Ulmek laughed.
Back on the main deck, under the cover of night, Rallin’s cries vanished beneath the sounds of the sea, and the wind singing through taut stays and shrouds.
“Telmon!” Ulmek shouted good-naturedly. He cast about, found Telmon, and strode aft under a sky bursting with bright stars.
The sea-wolf looked up from tying off a stay to a wooden cleat, suspicion flitting across his face. “Where is Rallin … what did you do to him?”
Nearby, Sumahn leaned against the rail, talking quietly to Daris. They fell silent at Ulmek’s approach, and the two young warriors gaped when their leader dropped a friendly hand on Telmon’s shoulder.
“I want to thank you,” Ulmek said, smiling broadly.
“For what?” Telmon’s suspicion had grown palpable.
“For making this so much easier.”
Before Telmon could react, Ulmek’s sword found a home in his guts. With a vicious sawing motion, Ulmek disemboweled the Kelren, and thrust him over the rail.




Chapter 10
 
 
The lanterns hung about the deck of the Night Blade came into view beyond a spit of land covered in lush foliage that served as natural breakwater for a shallow cove. It was just as Rallin had told. The Bloody Whore’s sails billowed, as if eager to join her anchored sister.
Word passed among the Brothers to make ready. In a hushed voice, Daris called for more speed through the open hatchway. The remaining Kelrens—faced with the threat of suffering as Rallin had—put their backs to the oars, propelling the ship to greater speed. With Ulmek manning the rudder, the Bloody Whore rounded the breakwater. Like a black swan, the ship glided through calm waters glimmering in the light of the moon.
Hunkered behind a cluster of barrels near the portside bow, Leitos searched the darkness, but could not see anyone aboard the Night Blade.
“They will stay hidden,” Rallin had warned. “Only after the proper signals are given, will my mates respond.”
He had gone on to explain those signals, and what to expect in return. Ulmek had cautioned the Brothers that they should believe little, if any, of what the man claimed. “However, we will do as he said, while expecting the worst. But no matter what happens, our task is to free our brethren….”
Now the Bloody Whore veered toward the Night Blade, rapidly cutting the distance. Halan, standing at the bowsprit, signaled the other ship with a shuttered lantern, as Rallin had said they should.
After a long moment, a lantern on the Night Blade blinked in response. Halan signaled again. More quickly than before, he received two slow blinks, followed by four rapid flashes.
“They want us to come abreast,” Halan said over his shoulder.
Again, Daris commanded more speed, and Leitos heard the sweep and splash of oars increase their pace.
Keeping low, he moved to the rail. Sumahn nodded his readiness. More Brothers shifted amid the shadows, blades bared. As Leitos went over Ulmek’s plan again, his fingers tightened around the hilts of his sword and dagger.
Over the rail, he could make out the Bloody Whore’s ram, a great bronze beak cutting a path to their target. An emaciated harridan of wrought iron stood upon the ram’s top edge, her corroded hair swept back, and mouth spread wide around long fangs. It was an ugly thing, forged by Kelren hands, but this night it would serve the will of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield.
“Make ready,” Halan called softly, drawing his great scimitar.
Leitos’s heart began to thump.
Shouts erupted from the deck of the Night Blade, then a sea-wolf cried, “They mean to ram us!”
A moment later, the Bloody Whore speared the Night Blade’s hull at the waterline, and a thunderous crash of rupturing planks and timbers spilled out over the cove.
“Now!” Halan bellowed.
Leitos leaped a breath too late, and the jarring collision sent him flying over the rail. He landed on his face, and flipped across the Night Blade’s deck.
Sumahn, Daris, and the others rolled expertly, coming up in the midst of stunned Kelrens. The peals of clashing swords erupted an instant later, but were faint under the crackling din of the Bloody Whore impaling her sister’s bowels and breaking her keel. The mangled remains of the wrought iron harridan ripped a splintery gash through the Night Blade’s deck, splitting the ship in half.
Leitos gained his feet as the Bloody Whore ground to a halt. The Night Blade’s bow began to rise precipitously, and battling warriors stumbled down the deck. Deep groans and the rush of water told Leitos he had only moments to reach the hold before the front half of the ship sank.
Leitos raced forward, flung open the hatch, and jumped through. A single guard, dazed and bleeding, staggered drunkenly in the wavering light of a firemoss lantern. Leitos attacked without hesitation. The sea-wolf blocked his sword stroke, but missed his slashing dagger. Gagging on the blood filling his throat, the slaver plummeted into the hold through the second hatchway.
Leitos caught the lantern, and clambered down the ladder. He dropped into water deep as his knees. Aft, the splintered hulls of both the Bloody Whore and Night Blade strained against one another in mingled destruction. Seawater boiled into the hold, floating the dead guard, and rats by the score.
Chasing the lantern’s light, Leitos made for the sound of shouting men. Kicking apart a jammed bulkhead door, he found the prisoners. Filthy, scabbed, and hollow-eyed, they all squinted against the sudden light.
“Father!” Leitos cried.
“Leitos?” came the disbelieving response. Then, “Get the key! The guard wears it around his neck.”
Leitos splashed back through the doorway. The bobbing Kelren now served as a raft for a handful of chittering vermin. Leitos swept them aside, and found the key attached to a leather cord. He ripped it free, and made his way back to the prisoners.
By now, the rush of seawater had submerged the lower bunks. The Brothers chained to them fought to thrust their faces clear, their eyes wide with terror.
“There’s no time to free us all!” Ba’Sel shouted. “Unbind those you can, and escape before we sink!”
Leitos found him, a dark face almost lost amongst the others. Beside him stood Adham.
Forcing himself to remain calm, Leitos made his way forward, unlocking those Brothers’ shackles who were nearly underwater, then those who were chained to higher bunks. Where other men might have fled in panic, the freed Brothers stood fast, some guarding the doorway, the rest helping find locks for Leitos to unfasten.
“Fool, boy,” Ba’Sel grumbled when Leitos reached him.
Leitos unlocked his shackles, then his father’s.
Adham wrapped him in a fierce hug, then abruptly pushed him to arm’s length. “I take it you are not alone—unless you learned how to sail a ship?”
“The rest are above.”
“The sea-wolves said they killed you all, before the storm forced them to flee.” Unshed tears shone in his gray eyes. “I did not believe them. Not for a moment.”
Ba’Sel caught Leitos’s shoulder. “Weapons?”
“There is too much wreckage to be sure,” Leitos answered.
Ba’Sel ordered the hold scoured for anything with which to fight. In short order, the Brothers had armed themselves with iron-headed mauls, a pair of adzes, belaying pins, and splintered pieces of planking.
Leitos tried to press his sword into Adham’s hand, but his father took the dagger instead.
“I want to be close to these bastards when I spill their guts,” he growled.
In the brief time it had taken to arm themselves, the hold had almost become impassible. The Brothers swam to the ladder, and climbed to the rowing deck. Before they could join the battle on the main deck, a tremendous column of seawater shot up through the hatchway they had just escaped. What was left of the Night Blade’s hull shattered around them like an eggshell, and a foaming blast of seawater washed Leitos and the Brothers out of the wreckage, and across a coral reef.
Another debris-laden wave rolled Leitos off the reef into deeper water. Gasping, he struggled to stay afloat while holding his sword. Brothers bobbed to the surface close by, most coughing and entangled in coils of rope. A few stood on the reef, looking around in astonishment. More still swam away from the grounded ships, making for the distant shoreline.
“Leitos!” Adham called.
Leitos swam toward his father. After a few strokes, his feet touched the sandy bottom. “We need to go back for the others.”
“There is no need,” Adham answered, pointing at what was left of the two ships, the reef holding them fast.
Moonlight played across the debris, and Ulmek stood on the highest point of the Night Blade’s ruined bow. He raised a firemoss lantern, peering about. Behind him, some of the Brothers began lining up Kelren prisoners on the tilted deck, while others tossed lines to those swimming nearby.
“Dealing with these bastards will make for a long night,” Adham warned, swiping a strand of seaweed from his cheek.
“We cannot kill them,” Leitos said. Adham gave him a sharp look, and he added, “As our prisoners told us, we do not have the seamanship to make the return journey. Besides, we will need them to build us another ship ... if that is possible.”
“He speaks the truth,” Ba’Sel said, gazing at the leaning palm trees growing above a pale ribbon of shoreline. Higher, a shadowed and dense forest guarded the way to a mountainous land.
“One of our prisoners,” Leitos said, “named these the hunting grounds. He always laughed when he said it, as if our coming here would mean our doom.”
“I would speak with this man,” Ba’Sel said.
Leitos shook his head. “Telmon will never talk to the living again.”
Ba’Sel grunted. “Then perhaps one of these others will.”
“Rest assured, they will talk,” Adham assured him.
“First,” Ba’Sel said wearily, “we must get our men and the prisoners ashore. Then we set a guarded camp. I do not know what dangers these lands hold, but we must be prepared to meet them.”




Chapter 11
 
 
Hours later, in a burst of gold and crimson, the sunrise brightened the leafy green foliage that climbed the flanks of sharp ridgelines and soaring mountains, the highest peaks of which hid amongst banks of mist. From Leitos’s vantage point, the curving shoreline gave way to a terrace of black rocks to the south; to the north, pale sands climbed out of the sea and became dunes covered in patches of tough grass.
Ba’Sel’s thoughtful expression spoke of vague familiarity. “If I do not miss my guess, we are standing on the shores of Yato, the largest island in a chain of the same name. I saw a map as a boy. Hundreds of isles stretch to the south and east, like a great claw cutting through the Sea of Sha’uul.”
“And how does that serve us?” Ulmek groused.
Leitos knew the man was happy to have rescued Ba’Sel and the others, but he did not know how he felt about relinquishing command. Without question, he was back to his usual ill-tempered self.
Ba’Sel fingered a scabbed lump at his hairline. “Poorly, unless Pa’amadin favors us. Even before the Upheaval, those who flourished on these islands were a warlike folk. By all accounts, the Yatoans were not given to trade, or forgiving of outlanders. They proved so hostile in guarding their islands that even the Suanahad Empire, with its hunger for conquest, gave Yato a wide berth.”
“Yatoans,” Ulmek murmured. “Where have I heard that name?”
Ba’Sel glanced at Leitos and quickly away. “Zera was of these lands.”
“So she claimed,” Ulmek said. “Only a fool would trust the words of a lying demon-born. But that is of no matter. We should double the guard at once. Telmon suggested these lands are a danger to us.”
“No,” Ba’Sel said. “Our scouts have found no spies, we have suffered no trouble, and so we will show no outward signs of hostility. If there are any watchers, we will show them that we mean no harm, and perhaps they will help us.”
Ulmek shook his head in disgust, and Leitos found himself torn. Fighting the Faceless One’s minions had left him with a sense of purpose and fulfillment—after a long year of training, he had finally begun his avowed quest. And the night before, when Ba’Sel had spoken of making ready, Leitos had been sure the encounter with the Kelrens had changed the man’s heart. But it had not, and his renewed passivity left Leitos deeply troubled.
In the uncomfortable silence that followed, Leitos avoided his father’s pointed look, and tried not to think about standing on the place of Zera’s birth. Unlike Ulmek, he had no trouble believing Zera in this matter.
Feeling more exhausted than ever, Leitos settled onto the sand. Through the night, while the tide was out, the Brothers had gathered every weapon they could find from both ships. After that, they hauled the prisoners ashore, along with a small stockpile of barrels, crates, and any other supplies they could rummage. After the tide retreated again, Ba’Sel intended for them to return to the ships, and retrieve whatever else they could find of use.
Between the battle on Witch’s Mole and that aboard the Night Blade, the Brothers of the Crimson Shield had lost a dozen men. Thirteen lost, if the murmurs about Ke’uld’s chances proved true.
Leitos looked down the shoreline. Ke’uld briefly thrashed about, and Halan stilled him with a gentle hand. His scimitar lay across his legs, and he eyed the roped Kelrens.
With all that had happened since departing Witch’s Mole, Leitos had nearly forgotten about Ke’uld’s wounds. Now the Brother’s occasional outbursts served as a stark reminder of his declining strength. A fever burned in him, and even at a distance Leitos could make out the sweat coating his skin. Fresh bandages covered his shattered leg. Those wrappings only served to keep flies away. Had the Brothers still been on Witch’s Mole, they could have used various healing herbs and potions to aid him. But in this strange land, they had not had time to hunt for anything that might help.
“If he has any chance,” Ba’Sel said now, following Leitos’s gaze, “we’ll have to take off his leg at the knee. Even that may not be enough.”
“Better to give him to the sea, than to make him a cripple,” Ulmek countered. “It is what I would want for myself.”
“As would I,” Adham said, using a thick splinter to pick his teeth. “I have seen such wounds before. No man can survive the corruption that has seeped into him.”
“Before … before we do that,” Ba’Sel said, “I will ask him what he wishes.”
“Try as you will,” Ulmek allowed, “but Ke’uld may never be able to answer. More and more, he raves like a madman. His blood spreads the poison, blackening his veins. Soon, he will fall into a stupor.”
“I will not kill one of ours without making the effort to find out what he would choose for himself,” Ba’Sel said.
“And what of these Yatoans?” Ulmek said, refusing to let the matter rest.
“We do not know if enemies await us here,” Ba’Sel said. “There is just as much chance we have unknown friends spying upon us.”
“With so much doubt as to what these lands hold,” Adham advised, “we should put a few of these sea-wolves to the question.”
Ba’Sel closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “In time, Izutarian, in time.”
Leitos looked away from Ba’Sel, trying not to hear the words that came unbidden to his mind. Weak … indecisive … useless.
Glaring, Ulmek abruptly jumped to his feet and strode down the shoreline.
Adham gestured to Leitos, and they walked to the surf. “I fear Ba’Sel has grown incapable of leading.”
Leitos thought to argue, but he found no words to counter his father’s observation. “What can we do?”
“What soldiers have always done,” Adham said grimly. “We follow his commands, until enough of us die that the living revolt.”
“Can we not reason with him?”
Adham toed a bleached shell half-buried in the sand. “Ulmek is his lieutenant, the man he should heed, and still Ba’Sel refuses to listen to him.”
“Maybe Ba’Sel refuses to listen,” Leitos said, “because Ulmek lives only for the destruction of his enemies.”
Adham shot him a quizzical look. “And all you have done in the last year, my son—the training, driving yourself beyond the requirements of even the Brothers of the Crimson Shield—you did those things because you wish to make amends with the Faceless One? Is yours not a heart bent on vengeance?”
Leitos frowned. “It’s different for me. I—”
“You lost your love,” Adham said bluntly. The breeze pushed back his gray locks, and he squinted against the glint off the sea. “Do you think Ulmek was born with rage and hate in his heart for the Faceless One … or do you suppose that he, too, has suffered loss?”
“I never thought about it,” Leitos admitted. In truth, he knew nothing of Ulmek’s youth, and only a little of how he had become a Brother.
“Do not judge Ulmek too harshly. He and the rest of us are fighting a war with small hope of victory. But we will fight it, because we must. As I have always taught, you must become strong and cruel. To fight against the Faceless One and his demon-born armies, a man must be hard and utterly merciless … and the leader of such a man, all the more so. If Ba’Sel cannot see that the loyalty of the Brothers is disintegrating, if he cannot accept that he must stand and fight, then I see no other choice than to replace him.”
“Would you lead?” Leitos asked.
Adham shook his head. “I am an outsider. They must choose one of their own. Ulmek is the rightful choice, and he will need supporters. You, my son, can be the key to making that happen…if you are willing.”
Troubled, Leitos rested a hand on the hilt of his sword. He had coveted the weapon a long and trying year before passing his tests. Now he had it, and had used it to prevail against the agents of the Faceless One … and now his father wanted him to betray Ba’Sel, the man he had entrusted with his life, the man who had taught him so much, even beyond waging war.
“I cannot stand against Ba’Sel,” Leitos said, making up his mind. “When the time comes, he will stand for us, and all men. I know he will. He must.”
“I pray you are right, for time is short.”
“How do you mean?”
Adham glanced back at the waking Brothers, then farther down the beach, to where Ulmek stood looking into the forest. “Ulmek will act, even if opposed, because he, too, feels that he must. If the change of power is not smooth, infighting will destroy the threads that hold the Brothers together.”
Leitos sighed “We have to give Ba’Sel time to come around. I will talk to him myself. If I say nothing, and let Ulmek overthrow our leader, then I become a conspiring scoundrel. Such a road can only lead to destruction.”
“I understand your heart, my son. And without the threat of the Faceless One, I would agree with you. But we live in an age where pity, softness of any kind, leads only to death. I will not command you to go against your convictions, but trust that the odds are against those beliefs bearing good fruit.”
With that weighing on Leitos’s heart, they returned to Ba’Sel and the others, who had gathered around Ke’uld. Ulmek looked their way, his lean face a brooding mask.
Ba’Sel knelt beside Ke’uld and took his hand. “Brother,” he began, “you are not well.”
Ke’uld’s dark eyes rolled. Sweat beaded his sable skin, dampened the brittle fronds beneath him. “Surely you jest?”
“Your leg is….”
“Rotten,” Ke’uld finished for him, “and must come off, if I have any chance to live. Is that the way of it?”
Ba’Sel nodded, his eyes wet with unshed tears. The Brothers shuffled their feet, some peering at Ke’uld, others looking away, perhaps fearing to ever have to make such a decision for themselves.
“You have been as a father to me, since my own was killed,” Ke’uld whispered. “I’m glad you found me, but our time together has passed. Pa’amadin calls me home.”
Ba’Sel acknowledged this with a silent nod.
“Give me to the sea,” Ke’uld urged. “The sea will take me the rest of the way.”
“Brother,” Ba’Sel said, “are you sure this is what you want?”
“There is nothing you can do for me. Quickly now, give me the death I choose. Quickly. I hear Peropis’s breath in my ears, I feel her unholy touch upon my soul. She will devour my sin … but I will be free.” He grinned then, lips trembling. “Unlike you sad lot of bastards.”
A few rueful chuckles met this, but Ba’Sel looked horror-stricken. “I…. No. No, I cannot.”
“I understand. I do. But if not you, then Ulmek will do as I ask.”
Ba’Sel abruptly stood and moved off, struggling through the sand.
Halan gestured to Ulmek, and the stoic warrior dear near. Face unreadable, he looked after Ba’Sel for a time, then down at Ke’uld.
“Are you ready?” he asked without preamble, though his tone was gentle. When Ke’uld nodded, Leitos thought sure he saw a flash of remorse cross Ulmek’s rigid features. Then it was gone, replaced by a visage of stone.
“Help me,” Ulmek ordered. Not waiting to see if anyone would, he caught Ke’uld under the shoulders. Halan and five others joined him, and they gently lifted their fallen brother.
Leitos glanced at Ba’Sel, who had fallen to his knees, head bowed, shoulders shaking.
“Go to him,” Adham said gently. “Though I wish you would not, tell him what you feel you must.”
“What of Ke’uld?”
“He is with his kindred. At a man’s end, there is little else he could ask for.”
Leitos was halfway to Ba’Sel, when a shout from the forest drew him up short. Ulmek and the others, waist deep in the cove’s gentle surf, with Ke’uld floating between them, paused as well.
For a long moment, nothing moved. Then a Brother burst out of the forest, and behind him came a dozen men, tall and slender, with the most striking features Leitos had ever seen. Despite their peaceful expressions, he instinctively gripped his sword hilt.
The newcomers paused, observing all, then found Ulmek and the others standing in the surf.
“Bring your companion to us,” the tallest of the newcomers called.
The rest of the Brothers standing watch erupted from the forest. Swords bared, they crept close, apprehension alive on every face.
The strangers showed no indication of fear. That, more than all else, bothered Leitos. They reacted as if the armed men closing in on them were no more threatening than gnats.
“Bring your man to us,” the apparent leader said again, “and we will restore his life.”




Chapter 12
 
 
Hours seemed to pass before anyone moved. Then, all at once, Ulmek and the others returned to shore, bearing Ke’uld. Ba’Sel walked slowly toward the strangers, while the Brothers around the newcomers formed into a tight circle.
Leitos studied the strangers. The men were tall—the tallest standing head and shoulders above Ba’Sel. Besides delicate golden torques worn at their throats and matching armbands, they wore soft boots of pale leather, and unadorned ankle-length kilts white linen. Their arms and legs were extremely long, almost freakishly so, giving them a spindly appearance. Taken as a whole, he decided they could not be Yatoans—not if Zera had been of that people.
The closer Leitos came, the more he found to trouble him. Their skin had a faint golden cast, and without wrinkle or blemish. To the last, their narrow heads were shaved smooth. Those not keenly focused on the Brothers bringing Ke’uld ashore, gazed about with slitted eyes that tilted up at the edges, and were colored the hue and sheen of polished bronze. They are not men. Cannot be. And if not men, they must be—
“Alon’mahk’lar!” Leitos cried, drawing his sword. The word ripped from his throat at the same instant someone else shouted, “Changelings!”
In moments Halan, Ke’uld, and the Kelrens were the only ones not standing around the strangers. For all the swords and hard expressions, the golden folk seemed dismissive.
“I am Adu’lin-kalat a’Kuadaye,” the leader said placidly, his voice carrying an unmistakable note of disdain. His smirking lips mirrored that tone. “You may call me Adu’lin.”
“You have a strange look,” Sumahn said tactlessly. “Are you human?”
“We are as human as you.” Adu’lin seemed untroubled by the question. “We are known as Fauthians, an ancient and reclusive race dedicated to absolute peace and harmony. We mean you no harm. Be warned, however, there are those who creep over these islands who would seek to destroy you, as surely as they seek to destroy us. It is good that we found you, before they attacked your party.”
“You speak of the Yatoans,” Ba’Sel said, seemingly entranced.
Adu’lin’s amber gaze became speculative. “Since our arrival to these shores in the early years after Upheaval cast us adrift from our homelands, the Yatoans have sought to eliminate us. They are all of them barbaric, and bent only on destruction. We pray daily for them to embrace tranquility, but so far we have done so in vain.” As he spoke, his eyes roved over the men around him, then the bound Kelrens. As his scrutiny passed over Leitos and Adham, Leitos thought he saw more than passing interest.
“What do you want?” Ulmek demanded.
“Only to help,” Adu’lin said. “As soon as we learned strangers had run aground, we set out from our city. Although we are not sea folk, we have among us those who can repair your ships. In the meantime, we invite you to join us at Armala, our home. You will be safe there.”
“You claimed you could restore Ke’uld,” Ba’Sel said, stepping past Ulmek’s raised sword. “Unless you can cure death, there is nothing you can do.” Despite his words, he sounded hopeful.
“Often, the injured are not as near to death as they think,” Adu’lin said.
“This is foolish,” Ulmek snapped. “We cannot blindly trust them.”
“Be still,” Ba’Sel said.
Adu’lin smiled faintly. “Let us help. Afterward, I will answer whatever questions you have.” This time when his eyes flickered over Leitos and Adham, Leitos was sure he saw more than idle curiosity.
“You must hurry,” Ba’Sel said, striding toward Ke’uld.
When Adu’lin did not follow, Ba’Sel spun to find Ulmek and the others had not budged. “Lower your swords!” he ordered. The Brothers did so, but hesitantly.
“Very good,” Adu’lin said after the last sword whispered back into its scabbard. He motioned for his fellows to join him. The Brothers parted ranks, but hovered on either side of the Fauthians, hands never releasing their hilts.
Adu’lin’s group gathered around Ke’uld. Despite his worsening state, he began thrashing, eyes swelling with panic. “Demon-born! Flee, my brothers, flee!”
Adham leaned toward Leitos, and said, “Wait, but be ready.”
Adu’lin knelt over Ke’uld’s wounded leg, reached out with a long-fingered hand. At his gentle touch, Ke’uld suddenly went still, his expression softening. After drawing back the bandage, the Fauthian’s blade-thin nose wrinkled.
“He is, perhaps, closer to death than even I believed. Pray with me,” he said to his fellows.
Forming two ranks, the Fauthians pressed closer, blocking sight of the wounded man and their leader. For a time, nothing seemed to happen, then Leitos heard a low chanting. Unfamiliar words washed over him, filling him with palpable pressure, as if the air itself had grown dense. Startled gasps from the Brothers told him he was not alone in what he sensed.
The chanting went on and on, and a serene drowsiness fell over Leitos. He resisted at first, but in due course the chanting put him at ease, and he sat down. It felt good to relax, and he could not come up with a reasonable explanation why he should avoid resting. Not long after, he fought to keep his eyelids from drifting shut. The warmth of the morning, the sound of the sea mingling with the chanting, all worked together to release the burdens of his heart. He began nodding, eyes closing…….
When he opened them, he looked at the beach from an odd angle. It took a moment to understand that he had stretched out in the warm sand. He could not quite recall what had happened. There had been a shipwreck, talk of turning against Ba’Sel, and people … strange, golden-skinned folk—
Leitos pushed himself up and clutched for the hilt of his sword, sure it had been taken. He found it at his hip, where it should be. The gold folk—Fauthians, he remembered, as things became clearer—huddled a little way down the beach. Halan and Ba’Sel, both with looks of wonder on their faces, sat before Ke’uld, who spoke quietly but with excited gestures. Ke’uld looked as if he had never been sick a day in his life, let alone near death. Ulmek and most of the others were keeping an eye on the Kelren prisoners and the Fauthians.
The light had changed, and Leitos judged that it was past midday.
“Was your rest as good as mine?” Adham asked calmly, his eyes on the Adu’lin.
Leitos brushed sand off his cheek. “I’m not sure I’ve ever slept better,” he admitted. “What happened?”
“Those Fauthians are as good as their word. They healed Ke’uld—so well that he was dancing about earlier, just to prove he could.”
Leitos glanced over the various groups again. “Why is everyone divided?”
“I gather that Ulmek is unwilling to accept any gifts from these snaky folk, while Ba’Sel is eager to do just that. The sea-wolves, well, they do not have much choice where they sit.”
“Do you trust these Fauthians?”
“No,” Adham said without hesitation. “Something is wrong here.”
“What do you mean?”
“The way they healed Ke’uld, for one. Not with poultices and splints, but with words, a song. My father spoke rarely of the powers that escaped the Well of Creation, and my mother mentioned them even less, but most of what I remember is their fear of the Powers of Creation, those used by the Three in the making of this world. In the hands of men, they feared only evil could come of such power, for it was never meant for mortal hands.”
Leitos’s eyebrows shot up. “You think these Fauthians used these Powers of Creation?”
“With words alone,” Adham said, “they healed a deadly wound, and brought a man back from the brink of death.” He paused long enough to lock eyes with his son. “In your heart, do you really believe they used only words?”
“I do not understand,” Leitos said.
Adham leaned back on an elbow, twisting a little so no one could see his face. “The Fauthians began chanting,” he said in a low voice, “and straight away, I felt a terrible exhaustion melt my bones. It was all I could do to plop down on my backside, instead of pitching over and planting my head in the sand. You, me, all of us ended up sprawled on the beach, caught in a delirium, while those Fauthians went about their work. But I ask you, since when can words heal a man, while at the same time make anyone nearby fall into a deathly slumber?”
Leitos shook his head.
“My mother told me a story once, about how Prince Varis took her captive, intending to make her into his pleasure slave. Ellonlef resisted his efforts to drain the life from her flesh, but she was only able do so because Kian had inadvertently passed some of the energies from the Well of Creation into her, when he restored her life after a cave-in.”
“I mean no disrespect,” Leitos said, “but what does one have to do with the other?”
Adham cast a glance over his shoulder, studied the Fauthians a moment, then looked back. In a lower voice than before, he said, “My mother told of a strange weakness coming over her when Varis tried to drain her of her life.”
“Are you saying that what she felt, and what we felt, is the same thing?”
“Exactly the same. As soon as I felt my life draining away, I remembered that story. As we have the blood of Kian and Ellonlef in our veins, I believed I could resist. I tried, my son, but failed. Perhaps I recognized it too late to make a difference, or maybe these Fauthians are stronger than Varis ever was. Either way, I’m sure they have somehow harnessed the Powers of Creation, which were flung far and wide when Prince Varis destroyed the Well of Creation, and freed the Mahk’lar upon all the world.”
“We have to tell Ba’Sel,” Leitos said. Changelings, Alon’mahk’lar, Mahk’lar, a man could fight such creatures, but the Powers of Creation, once wielded by the Three, was too great a force to contend with.
Adham caught his wrist. “Do you think Ba’Sel is the man you should tell?”
Leitos hesitated. Ba’Sel would probably dismiss the warning out of hand, or he would suggest that they show courtesy, and do what they could to avoid provoking the Fauthians. Ulmek, on the other hand, would draw his sword and attack…. Or would he?
“Ba’Sel will not understand,” Leitos said, getting to his feet. “Ulmek will, but he could react in a way that gets us all killed.”
Adham offered a devilish grin. “If we are to die this day, then let us be about it with courageous hearts.”
With a deep sigh, Leitos made his way toward Ulmek. One of the Fauthians glanced his way, but Leitos kept on, moving with no great haste. The Fauthian turned back to his companions.
When Leitos reached Ulmek’s side, the man gave him a searching look. “What troubles you?”
“We are in danger,” Leitos said. “These Fauthians are more than they appear, and I believe they are dangerous.”
“Ba’Sel does not think so,” Ulmek said, his expression sour.
“Ba’Sel is wrong,” Leitos said, then quickly told Ulmek the story his father had just passed on. He finished by advising, “We must get away from these Fauthians.”
Ulmek surprised Leitos by clapping a hand on his shoulder. “We will, little brother. But, as you can see, we have no way to escape. For the time being, we will let them play the generous hosts. Who knows, we might learn something from them that can be used against the Faceless One.”
“What of Ba’Sel?”
Now Ulmek’s face hardened. “He is still our leader. Much as I disagree with him, I trust him with my life.” When he said this, Leitos noticed a flicker of doubt cross his face. It vanished as quickly as seen. “Our task is to stay alive long enough to let him come around.”
“But what if he does not?” Leitos hated asking.
“He will,” Ulmek said with more surety than Leitos felt. He gazed across the beach to the Fauthian leader. “However, should the worst happen, be prepared to fight.”
Before he could say anymore, Adu’lin caught everyone’s attention, and motioned for them to join his group.
“As I warned you before,” the Fauthian leader said, “these are dangerous lands. All the more so after nightfall. That is when the Yatoans are at their worst, raiding at will, slaughtering anyone they find not of their clans. No place is safe—save Armala, our city,” he said, pointing at the mist-shrouded mountain peaks.
“A long journey,” Ulmek said, “when half the day is already gone.”
Adu’lin nodded. “All the more reason to make haste. If we leave within the hour, we can reach Armala by dusk. That is,” he added with a challenging grin, “if you Geldainians can keep up with us?” A few derisive hoots met this, and Adu’lin’s grin widened.
Ba’Sel quieted the men with a curt gesture. “What of the Kelrens?”
Adu’lin glanced at the bound slavers, as if noticing them for the first time. “Bring them along, of course. Perhaps, in time, we can tame the hearts of these brutes.” He did not mention what would happen if that plan failed. “Now go, friends, and gather what you will for the journey.”
Before Leitos could join his father, Ulmek pulled him aside, and pressed a near empty haversack into his arms. “Keep this with you at all times, little brother, and guard it with your life. For now, keep your head down, play the submissive slave—I’m sure you remember how. I will tell a few of the others to do the same.”
“Can you do the same?” Leitos asked doubtfully.
“Absolutely not,” Ulmek said. “My role in this game is to do everything I can to keep these Fauthians focused on me and a few others. I will present myself as a potential threat. That will give you more freedom to be my eyes and ears.”
Leitos had never played the spy, but he was glad that someone amongst the Brothers had some kind of plan. “Agreed,” he said, studying the edge of the forest. He saw a faint flicker, and then a shape, there and gone in a blink. Startled, sure he had seen a face peering at him, he searched the forest, but it had vanished.
“Something wrong?” Ulmek asked.
Leitos considered telling Ulmek what he had seen, but instead held his tongue. With all that talk of the Yatoans, he had probably just imagined a person watching them.
After they set out, moving at a fast trot along a stone-paved trail that led deep into the damp green forest, Leitos kept seeing that face in his mind, and began to think it was not something conjured from his imagination. As the day waned and the party climbed higher, he wondered why that face had seemed so familiar.




Chapter 13
 
 
Belina streaked through the sun-dappled forest, leaping fallen logs and narrow brooks, scampering up and over moss-covered boulders, tearing down faint trails hung with vines and creepers. She did not give in to the aching burn in her chest until after she had caught hold of a hidden rope, and swung across a plunging gorge.
She landed on the far side, secured the rope among hanging vines, and flung herself down. Gasping and looking up through the dense foliage, she saw only quaking leaves alight with the vibrant red and orange glimmers of sunset. Dusk’s first bats took the place of chattering birds, and wheeled and fluttered after insects. Even those things she barely noticed, her mind fixed on the young man she had seen on the beach.
She had seen his likeness in visions, as far back as she could remember. She feared him more than she feared the Fauthians and the slavers, yet he was the one she had to protect at all costs, even if the cost meant her life. If she failed, she would cease to be, along with her people, and the rest of humankind, all erased from the memory of time.
Belina abruptly sat up. She was supposed to protect him, but instead, shocked at seeing him, she had run off like a girl fleeing a charging boar. “I have to go back and find him,” she muttered.
Always in her visions the youth was older, a man steeped in shadow and pain, a warrior of steel, a bringer of death. The young man she had seen on the beach looked different, as yet untouched by the trials awaiting him … but he was the same. She knew it in her heart.
She stood and looked back the way she had come. Why had he and those others been with the Fauthians? Could it be that they had their own seers, and meant to use the young man against her people?
By now, the Fauthians would be nearing Armala, a sprawling fortress-city built all of black stone. Armala was older than the Fauthians, older than the Yatoans, perhaps as old as the dawning of the world. It was as much a place of death for her kind as the Throat of Balaam, that cavern of howls and blue fire, where the Fauthians gave captured Yatoan women and girls into the hands of Alon’mahk’lar. So, too, was it the place where they bowed to their god, the oppressor of all peoples, the maker of nightmares, the Faceless One.
Belina remained undecided, until the last of the daylight gave way to night. If she was to aid the young man, she must enlist her father. That was easier thought that done, for her father did not believe her visions, and neither did most of her clan. But for the sake of the world, she had to try.
She set out with a clear purpose in mind, her feet dancing unerringly over shadowed paths.




Chapter 14
 
 
Armala did not rest so high in the mountains as Adu’lin had suggested, but about halfway to the highest peak. By the time they halted before a high wall, the paved path had leveled out and the sky had grown thick and dark under a shroud of glittering stars and a rising half-moon. Inland, the air was stifling, and fragrant with rotting leaves and mud. Strange calls filled the night, and Leitos heard Adu’lin mention something about monkeys and ferocious cats as large as a man, and black as midnight. He had never seen either creature, but had heard enough descriptions from the Brothers to know what they were.
Torches flickered atop the wall, which was built into a narrow gap in a vertical spine of rock that cut across the path and fell into a lightless gorge. Overhead, guards bearing bows and halberds moved behind a crenelated parapet.
“You claim a dedication to peace and harmony,” Ulmek said to Adu’lin, “but those men have the look of warriors given more to taking life, than preserving it.”
“Alas, the defense of our home is a distasteful burden the Yatoans force us to endure. At one time, when first we arrived to these lands, we gladly sacrificed our lives on Yatoan swords. We hoped our lack of resistance, and our message of peace, would cool their savagery. The effort decimated our numbers so much that even now, after all these years, we are still few. For the sake of preserving and spreading our beliefs, we swallowed our aversion to touching the implements of death. We took up arms, but only as a means of defense, and the preservation of our life. And, for long years, just the possibility that we would defend ourselves has been enough to keep the Yatoans at bay. Of late, that has changed.”
Ba’Sel moved closer to the golden-skinned man. “If you need help, only ask, and my men and I will beat back these enemies for you.”
Ulmek’s head whipped around, his features tight with incredulity. Leitos blinked slowly, thinking he had heard wrong. Glancing at the others, he knew he had not. We will beat back these enemies for you. After so long of ordering the Brothers to always run and hide, to always shun their only purpose as free warriors, now he spoke of joining battle against unknown foes. It made no sense.
“I thank you, Ba’Sel,” Adu’lin said with a slight bow. “But that will not be necessary. While we are few, my people have the means to repel those who would destroy us. For now, it would honor me to serve you and your men by providing you with refuge, while our shipwrights repair one of the wrecked vessels.”
Ba’Sel accepted that with a nod, seemingly oblivious of the Brothers’ questioning stares. Adu’lin, Leitos noted, did not seem so unaware. By his estimation, the man’s eyes missed very little.
Adu’lin moved to a small, rusted iron door set to one side of the main gate. A shutter grated open, and a narrow Fauthian face peered through. Adu’lin spoke a quiet word, and a moment later the door screeched inward. Adu’lin led the Brothers and Kelren prisoners through. Behind them, the guard closed and barred the door.
Four more guards emerged from a squat gatehouse, each as tall and striking as Adu’lin and the rest of the Fauthians. Two guards took the unresisting sea-wolves down a paved street, vanishing into a city as dark and still as a tomb. Braced by Adu’lin’s retinue, the other two guards stood fast, halberds held across their chests. Where their leader’s gaze was inscrutable, theirs spoke of open mistrust, if not outright dislike.
Adu’lin bowed with an air of formality. “I bid you welcome to our city, Armala.” His thin smile did not match the warmth of his graciousness. “You will be safe here, and all your needs met.” His tone raised a tickle of suspicion in Leitos’s mind. As far as Adu’lin and his kindred knew, the Brothers of the Crimson Shield might be every bit as troublesome as the Yatoans, yet he behaved as if they could not be a threat.
“To ensure your safety, and to allay my people’s concerns,” Adu’lin went on hurriedly, as if embarrassed, “I must ask that you relinquish your weapons. We will hold them in our armory for safekeeping. And, of course, they will be returned upon your departure.”
Before anyone could protest, Ba’Sel’s sword whispered from its scabbard, and he presented the weapon to Adu’lin. Eyes bulging indignantly, Sumahn stepped forward. The way he clutched his hilt prompted the two Fauthian guards to swing their halberds in his direction. Adu’lin’s eyes widened with fear—the first true emotion Leitos believed he had seen from the man.
Ulmek caught the young warrior’s arm before he could bare an inch of steel. “We are guests here, youngling. Mind your manners.” After Sumahn acquiesced with a reluctant nod, Ulmek released him. As Ba’Sel had before him, Ulmek drew his weapons, and presented them to Adu’lin.
Adu’lin gestured absently to the ground at his guards’ feet. “Stack your weapons there. My men will see them safely delivered to the armory.”
Sumahn was the last to relinquish his sword and dagger. Instead of adding them to the pile, he hurled the dagger at Adu’lin’s feet, burying half the blade into a crack between the paving stones, making the Fauthian leader take a hasty step backward. Sumahn’s sword joined the dagger, the steel throwing sparks as he drove into the gap. His defiance brought a secret gladness to Leitos and, he was sure, to all the Brothers. All except a scowling Ba’Sel.
“Very good,” Adu’lin said, only a little flustered. “Come. I will show you to your quarters.”
When no one moved, Ba’Sel wheeled, his dark face tight with anger. “As Ulmek said, we are guests. Behave as such.”
Many of the Brothers looked to Ulmek, who inclined his head almost imperceptibly. If it disturbed Ba’Sel to see his men look to another for approval, he hid it well.
He abruptly spun on his heel and moved beside Adu’lin. Hesitantly, the rest of the Brothers fell in line. Behind them, the Fauthian guards wheeled a cart next to the weapons, and began carelessly tossing them into the wooden bed.
Leitos moved between Adham and Halan, doing his best to make himself seem the most uninteresting Brother of the lot. More than Ulmek’s order to do so, he wanted to remain anonymous. He did not feel as if he were coming into a place of safety, but rather into an enemy stronghold. It concerned him that Ba’Sel seemed oblivious. Even now, their leader walked alongside Adu’lin as a deferential servant, speaking quietly and smiling a great deal. The Fauthian paid Ba’Sel little mind.
As they progressed through the city, Leitos began to think less about their situation, and more about his surroundings.
Built upon a narrow plateau, the city climbed gently to the south, joining a moonlit ridgeline that meandered down from high peaks, and passed through milky curtains of mist. Leitos guessed Armala stretched north to south for a league, but was only a quarter that in width. A snaking wall surrounded the city. At the center of it all stood a domed palace, with four towers at each corner of its curtain wall. It was the only place in Armala with lights of any sort.
He saw no signs of activity or life beyond the center of the city. In truth, the streets they walked, the buildings they passed, all had the look of long disuse. They reminded him of the bone-towns he and Zera had passed through. The thought of those, and the Mahk’lar that had claimed them for their own, made him uneasy. But other than a familiar feeling of abandonment and a decrepit aspect, he saw no indication of demonic spirits within Armala.
“This city,” Adham whispered, searching the darkness as intently as Leitos and the rest of the Brothers, “it reminds me of Fortress El’hadar and the Black Keep, a place my father spoke of.”
Leitos cocked his head in curiosity, as the party moved through a broad, circular intersection of two streets. His eyes fixed on a feminine figure carved from bone-pale stone, and towering thrice his height. Naked and majestic, she stood frozen between steps, one hand brushing her smooth hip, the other eternally reaching for something unknown. Above her rounded breasts, she ceased to be a woman. The creature’s skull was grotesquely swollen and elongated, and it peered northward with huge, rounded sockets.
Leitos jerked his gaze away. Beside him, Adham shivered, his face ashen in the moonlight. When he spoke again, his voice was rough.
“Since before the dawn of our people, the Black Keep has stood. Many tales say it has been there at the edge of the Qaharadin Marshes since the forming of the world. Walls built around it crumble faster than stone and mortar should, and nothing wholesome will grow in its shadow. Yet the dark stone of that keep resists time and decay. Armala is a city of Black Keeps.”
Leitos realized then that the paving stones beneath their feet, the walls of the buildings around them, the monuments and fountains they had passed, were all built of dark stone.
Before they reached the thin pools of light escaping the high, arched windows of the palace, Adham said quietly, “Watch your step and your back. This city is cursed, every bit as much as Fortress El’hadar. We are not guests here, but prisoners.”




Chapter 15
 
 
We are not guests here, but prisoners….
Days had passed since Adham spoke those words, and each new dawn stole away a little more of their grim portent. Armala was indeed a city built of black stone, but during the day, when sweltering under the hot sun, or dripping after one of the rain showers that soaked all with fleeting ferocity, those stones were, in the end, simply dark by the nature of their creation. And though many of the city’s monuments and fountains were terrible to look upon, they were only small blights.
While Adham stayed on edge, always casting about with a mistrustful glare, Leitos and the others settled in. Sumahn and Ulmek seemed to forgive Ba’Sel’s order to surrender their weapons, and so did the rest of the Brothers. Those were not the only changes.
While hesitant at first, everyone soon accepted Adu’lin’s offers of Fauthian delicacies. Of the copious amounts Fauthian fruit wine, only Leitos and Adham abstained. For Leitos, the sickly-sweet drink curdled in his gut, where Adham refused to imbibe any spirits other than jagdah—the only liquor, he insisted, potent enough for those of Izutarian blood.
When not feasting, all the Brothers save Ulmek and Ba’Sel luxuriated in the palace’s large, colonnaded bathhouse, fed by hot springs that bubbled up from deep under the city. After much cajoling, Adham and Leitos joined them, learning why the Brothers had taken to bathing three and four times in a single day.
“It is not cleanliness these fools seek,” Adham growled, hastily toweling himself off.
Leitos followed his father’s gaze, and nearly swallowed his tongue.
At one end of the bathhouse, a train of Fauthian women, clad in diaphanous silks of every bright hue, swept through an archway. When all had gathered round the edge of the bath, some of them pressed wooden flutes to their lips and struck up a trilling melody. The bathing Brothers began clapping a slow beat, to which the rest of the women danced. It was a dance, Leitos noted with shock, that involved shedding a strip of silk every few twirling steps.
Like Fauthian men, the women were tall. Where the men were given to gangly builds, Fauthian women were sleek of limb, and generously rounded at hip and breast. And to the last, each was breathtakingly beautiful, with cascading waves of red-gold hair falling to their waists. Seeing them that way, naked and smiling playfully, brought a pang to Leitos’s heart.
When he had been on the run from the changelings Sandros and Pathil, Zera had taken him to a secret cavern in the desert. There had been a pool there, as well, but cold and deep. She had worn the same kind of mischievous look as the Fauthian women did now, putting him terribly out of sorts. Though nothing had happened between them, afterward she had promised never to try and seduce him again. She had named them friends, but he had loved her as much then as he did now.
“Time to go,” Adham ordered, snatching Leitos out of the steaming pool, and then heaping his clothing into his arms.
“Where are you off to, little brother?” Daris hooted.
Juggling his boots and robes, Leitos waved awkwardly. The Brothers looked his way just long enough to shout a few good-natured taunts, then returned their attention to the giggling women, who by now had doffed all their silks in favor of throwing themselves into the bath and the eager arms of the Brothers.
In a chamber beyond the muggy confines, Adham paused long enough for Leitos to get dressed—a tricky affair, since he was still wet. After that, they strolled outside into the heat of the day. Only when Leitos noticed that they were heading toward the main gate in the palace wall, did he speak.
“We should turn around, go back to our quarters. I’m sure Ulmek and Ba’Sel are in the gathering hall. Maybe we could get something to eat—”
“I’m finished with gathering halls and rich food, and all this accursed Fauthian friendliness,” Adham snarled. When he caught Leitos eyeing him uncertainly, he halted and shook his head. “I’m sorry for snapping at you. But there is something wrong here. I have felt it in my bones since the night we arrived. Gods good and wise, I felt it the moment those snaky yellow bastards crept from the forest, and all but begged to lay hands on Ke’uld.”
Leitos did not know what to say to that. He did not overly trust the Fauthians, but other than Adu’lin’s occasional lingering looks and sly smiles, none of them had done anything to make him as uneasy as his father was.
Two guards came together on the wall walk arching over the open gate. When the pair glanced down, Adham spun Leitos in the other direction. Once they were well out of earshot, he said, “The time has come to search this city.”
“Are you sure that is a good idea?”
“Has Adu’lin denied us the chance?”
Leitos thought about it. “No, not exactly. But more than once I have gotten the impression that we ought to keep to the palace grounds … for our safety from the Yatoans. Besides, how would we get past the guards?”
“If these guards are any indication, the Yatoans are not the frightful warriors Adu’lin claims.”
“What do you mean?”
“If you feared an attack at any moment, would you spend so much time watching the palace grounds, or would you look to the streets beyond, in the direction that the enemy would come?”
Instead of answering, Leitos cast an eye over the grounds. Wherever a guard walked, he looked inward, not out. They did not behave like men in fear of anything. Truth told, they seemed bored to the point of collapse. Here and there, he actually saw a guard slouched against his grounded spear or halberd, apparently napping.
“And if we get past the guards,” Leitos said cautiously, not wanting to encourage his father into doing something rash, “what do you expect us to find?”
Adham peered under his brows, his eyes hard and gray as old ice. “Not us—you. I do not have your skills. If I leave, it will be behind my sword. So far, things have not yet gotten so bad as that. At least, I hope not.”
Leitos did not like where this was going, but at the same time, the idea of sneaking through the city, hunting for answers to unknown questions, filled him with a sense of purpose he had not known he missed. “I’ll do it. But again, what am I searching for?”
Adham sighed. “That, my boy, I do not know. Something, anything, that tells us who these Fauthians really are.”
“You mean, other than who they say they are?”
“Exactly. Adu’lin is hiding something, and I want to know what. We need something to give to Ba’Sel and Ulmek … something that will pull their heads out of that disgusting fruit wine long enough to see reason.”
And if I find nothing? Leitos resisted speaking that question aloud. A part of him truly did not want to find anything against the Fauthians. It would be a pleasant change if a stranger did not prove to be an enemy in league with the Faceless One.
“Here,” Adham said gruffly, pressing a sheathed dagger into his son’s hand. It was a Kelren blade, but a weapon just the same.
“Why do you still have—” Leitos began, but Adham cut him off.
“We Izutarians learned, long before the Faceless One rose to power, that giving over your sword to a ruler hastens a man’s journey to the grave.”
Leitos tucked it into his belt. “But now you are unarmed.”
“Never, my son.” Adham drew back the edge of his robe to show the hilt of another Kelren blade. With a last word of caution, Adham stalked away.
Getting free of the palace grounds proved as easy as Adham had suggested, a simple matter of waiting for the footfalls of a guard to fade in the distance, and then slipping through the open gate and making for the nearest crop of shadows.
Leitos followed empty streets and alleys, always sure to keep buildings between himself and the palace wall, until he was far enough away that there was little chance anyone would see him. Not that he feared that overmuch. As Adham had said, the Fauthian guards only seemed interested in the palace grounds, not the city. Still, he kept a wary eye for any Fauthian patrols. He was not sure if there were any, but something in the back of his mind suggested that having them catch him beyond the palace walls would prove troublesome.
Leitos crept along, poking his head into a building here or there, or fully investigating those that seemed the most interesting. After several hours of discovering only dust, cobwebs, and rotted furnishings, he began to doubt he would locate any of the damning evidence his father wanted. He had found more things of curiosity in the bone-towns of Geldain.
Gradually moving toward Armala’s southern wall, he kept on until dusk, when he came to a tall, needlelike watchtower ringed about its crown with arched openings. An iron-banded door set in its base was the only way inside.
He gazed at those openings, so far above. If there was anything incriminating to see, it might stand out from on high. And, if nothing else, the view might give him a better idea about Armala and its defenses.
He tried the door’s latch. Like nearly every other door he had tested, this one was unlocked. Inside showed more untouched dust and spiders’ leavings, all lit by golden bars of sunlight slanting through the windows. The tower’s center was hollow, with a wooden stairway turning its way up to the top.
After testing the first few wooden treads and finding them sound, he began to climb. It was slow going, for the higher he went, the more cautious he became about the ancient steps. They creaked and groaned, but otherwise seemed solid.
The stairway ended at trapdoor set in the tower’s only floor. Hand on the iron handle, he hesitated. If there were guards standing watch on the other side, there would be no way to get away. Save for those he left behind him, there had been no tracks in the dust. Unless Fauthians could fly, he reasoned, no one had been in this tower for a very long time.
He eased the door up a crack, searched the gap for any traps or dangers, then pushed it all the way open. In one corner he found a large bird’s nest, but nothing else. Staying in a crouch, he moved to the nearest window and looked out.
From so high, Armala seemed small, barely deserving to be called a city. He spied the palace straight away, even saw guards striding the wall walks. Due east rose a twin to his tower. To the north, near the gate they had used to first enter the city, two more towers overlooked the city. Between those four landmarks, lay Armala. Much as the bone-towns he had passed through, Armala seemed bereft of life and all hope. Of anything his father sought, he saw nothing that he had not seen during their march to the palace.
He moved to the opposite opening. The city wall, secured by a handful of guards, followed the curves of the land. From a closed gate, braced by two squat gatehouses, a narrow road ran a short stretch—no more than a hundred paces—through a field of tall grass, before vanishing into the forest. By its direction, it followed the ridgeline that began its ascent soon after the field ended and the forest began.
He was wondering if that road led to the top of the mountains, or maybe over them, when he heard a faint scream. Another followed, louder and longer, and filled with agony.
Silence fell with disturbing abruptness. Not one of the guards below him so much as twitched. They have heard those cries before … and often.
Leitos did not move for a long time. The sun settled its girth behind the cloud-draped horizon, and a deeper red covered the land. Soon after, darkness thickened, welling up out of the forest’s ravines and hollows, and spilling out over everything.
Had he left the tower and fled back to the palace, he never would have seen the faint blue glow, high upon the slope beyond the city. That was where screams had come from, he had no doubt. And it was the place to which he could not keep himself from going.




Chapter 16
 
 
Even stopping often to listen for patrolling guards, Leitos quickly reached the southern curve of the city wall. Fast as the trip was, it still felt too long. He was sure that someone out in the forest, caught within that strange blue light, needed help. And as far as he could tell, he was the only one willing to offer it. It crossed his mind that the Yatoans were trying to lure the Fauthians into a trap, but the utter lack of concern he had seen from the guards made him doubt that.
Climbing the wall unseen, he judged, and vanishing into the waiting forest without being noticed, were his only true challenges. That, and his return. But if he made it out undetected, then getting back in should be no more difficult.
The moon had not yet risen, and the Fauthians began lighting torches along the wall. Soon their flickering glow created numerous islands in the darkness. Guards walked between those glowing points, spears resting on their shoulders. They appeared no more alert now than they had earlier.
Leitos picked the spot he would scramble over the wall, waited until a guard passed into shadow, and ghosted to the wall. He put his back to the stonework, as the first guard returned and met another above him. They spoke briefly, then moved apart.
Listening to the footfalls, Leitos began counting. He did not stop until the guard had completed his full circuit. Twice more he counted, gauging how much time he would have to get over the wall. He knew the time was too short to go without stopping, and the only place to stop was under the wall walk. That meant clinging there and waiting. After scaling the cliff on Witch’s Mole the night of his testing, besting Armala’s wall would prove easy.
When the guard passed by again, Leitos began climbing, using the finger-and toeholds provided by the wall’s undressed stonework.
In short order, he heard approaching footsteps, and paused under the wall walk. When the guard passed, he heaved himself up, spared a quick glance in either direction, then crawled on his belly over the wall walk, and through a notch in the parapet.
A moment later, he stood on the ground. Keeping up his count, he ran in a crouch through the tall grass, and vanished into the waiting forest. Under the cover of towering trees, he straightened, listening for an alarm that never came.
“That wasn’t so hard,” he said under his breath, and angled toward the narrow road that wended up the steep ridgeline. It felt good to stretch his legs and fill his lungs with deep breaths. After less than a mile, the road topped a rocky knob bare of trees. He paused to get his bearings. Back the way he had come, the outline of Armala was marked out by a string of torches along the city wall, and the city itself was a slash of darkness surrounding the glowing palace. He hoped his father would not worry over his absence, but it was too late to go back now.
Leitos was about to set off when a shriek burst from the trees up ahead. His heart thudded at the horror contained within that voice. For the first time since climbing down from the watchtower, he could just make out that faint blue light peeking through dense foliage.
Moving with more caution than before, Leitos left the road and crept in that direction, the night air heavy with dampness. He searched the forest. Trees with broad trunks loomed, their leafy boughs spreading high above. Night creatures, usually active with wild hoots, howls, and murmuring calls, had gone quiet. The darkness provided him with good cover, but it also concealed watching enemies.
He moved with slow deliberation, making himself one with the landscape, until he fully entered the forest.
The scream came again, closer. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. The voice belonged to a woman. His fingers clamped tighter around the hilt of the Kelren dagger. Eyes narrowed, he saw only darkness. Something waited for him ahead. He felt its presence, like outstretched fingers a hair’s breadth from touching his neck. Sweat trickled over his skin, raising a rash of gooseflesh.
The woman cried out, begging. Another voice answered, too softly to understand.
The tenuous thread holding him in place snapped, and he set out at a reckless pace.
He pushed through brush tangled with great spider webs. Dew that had collected on wide leaves and within trumpet-shaped flowers soaked his robes. Trailing vines and thorny creepers caught his feet, determined to trip him. He pressed on, mind bent on the woman.
He finally came to rocky outcrop draped in gnarled tree roots. Above the outcrop, the blue light shone brighter than ever. Leitos clamped the dagger between his teeth, and began to climb up the roots, causing dirt, moss, and crawling things to dribble over his head. At the top, he scrambled up and hid behind a huge tree trunk.
Settling the dagger back in his hand, he edged around the tree. Through the azure glow, he saw a cliff rising into the night. At the base of the cliff, a path led into an arched opening, the source of all that glaring illumination. As his eyes adjusted, and he made out a terrible visage carved into the rock above the arch. Narrow and long, it was a Fauthian face, but engraved all over with angular glyphs. Similar engravings decorated the arch’s stonework.
A low moan drew his eye back to the opening. He crept farther around the tree, breath caught in his chest. If anyone guarded this place, surely they would see him. When he stepped fully into the open the radiance fell over him, and a prickly sensation crawled over his skin. He drew back, and the feeling vanished. “What is this place?” he murmured.
His answer was a blade pressed to his throat. An instant before he smashed aside the weapon and brought his own dagger to bear, the keen edge pressed harder against his neck, and a female voice cautioned, “Do as I say, or I’ll have off your head.”
She sounded young, but no matter how he rolled his eyes, she remained out of sight. Leitos weighed his chances of escaping without earning a severed windpipe, and found the odds against him. He grunted in answer, and relaxed.
“Very good. Now, step back before someone sees you.” With the utmost caution, guided by the girl’s firm hand, he backed up until lost in deep shadow.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
Leitos decided the truth might persuade her to ease the blade from his neck. “I heard screams, and came to help.”
“You came to the Throat of Balaam, intending to help? You are either you are a fool, or a liar.”
“Then why are you here?”
“To grieve.”
Leitos kept quiet for a moment, then asked, “What is this Throat of Balaam?”
His captor spun him around, slammed him against the tree, and pressed the tip of a broad knife into the fold under his eye. At the sight of her, Leitos’s breath caught, his legs quivered. Zera’s ghost lurked in this girl’s face and pale green eyes.
As surely as shock held him, it clutched the girl. “You!” she said. “Why are you here?” she demanded.
Leitos tried to speak, but no words came. A leather thong held back her short dark hair. Smears of dirt covered much of her face, doubtless placed on her cheeks and brow in an effort to better conceal her presence in the forest. Her closefitting clothing was equally dark, all of mottled greens and browns and dark grays. She was not Zera, but there could be no question that Zera and this girl had a shared ancestry.
Something behind him drew her eye, and she dragged him down, hissing into his ear, “Stay quiet, or we will both die.”
At his questioning expression, she caught his chin in a strong grip, forced him to look toward the arched opening. He squinted against the glare, and saw a pair of men walk out. Their height, gangly limbs, and long kilts marked them as Fauthians. Behind them came an equally tall, beautiful woman in flowing robes, her arms cradled around a small bundle. Like the others, she was Fauthian.
“What is happening here?” Leitos whispered harshly. “What is this place?”
The girl jabbed a finger against his lips, shushing him. She remained quiet long after the Fauthian trio departed. He was about to break the silence again, when two more Fauthian men emerged from the opening under the cliff. Each held the ankle of a nude, lifeless woman who was clearly not Fauthian. They dragged her behind them. Blood covered her torso and legs from a gaping wound in her belly.
The girl at his side moaned and shut her eyes. Leitos swallowed the bile that flooded the back of his throat.
After the Fauthians turned off the path and vanished into the forest, yanking their burden over root and rock with cold indifference, Leitos leaned closer to the girl and asked again, “What is going on here?”
“This night,” she said in a halting voice, “one of my kindred died … and a demon was born into the world.”
That hair on the back of Leitos’s neck stood on end. “I must return to Armala and warn my friends.”
“You mean the men who were with you on the beach?” Nothing in her demeanor hinted that she might still want to stick her knife into his gullet, and that seemed promising.
“Yes,” Leitos said, standing. “And it was you I saw hiding in the forest,” he said, remembering the face he had seen.
She nodded. “As long as I can remember, I have been waiting for you to land on our shores,” the girl said, gazing into the empty space between them. “The night of the wreck, I awoke and knew you had come.” She faced him, looking uncomfortable. “I went to you, but found that you had already joined the Fauthians.”
“I have not joined them, we were taken into their care.” He shot her an inquisitive look. “And what do you mean, you have been waiting for me….” He trailed off, as understanding dawned. “You are a seer, is that it?”
She made a vague gesture toward her head. “Until tonight, I have always seen you in my mind—not as you are now, but as you will be. Your name is Leitos, yes?” He gave her a startled nod, and she added, “I am Belina.”
“Belina, I must return and tell my brothers about what I have seen.” In truth, he was not sure what he had seen, but knew it troubled him.
“You cannot.”
“Of course I can. I snuck here, didn’t I?”
“I mean,” Belina said, some of the fire coming back into her eyes, “that I will not allow you to return. You must come to my camp. Elder Damoc will have questions, especially now that my visions of you can be proven.”
“I will return,” Leitos promised, “this time on the morrow. For now, I must go. My people might be in danger. When I tell them what I saw, they will join me in helping you.” Considering Ba’Sel’s apparent trust of Adu’lin, he hoped he was not telling the girl a lie.
Belina’s gaze flickered over his shoulder. “No!” she hissed.
Leitos dropped to his haunches and spun, belatedly sensing a presence. His flung up his dagger against a looming shape, but a cudgel crashed against his skull. Blackness cascaded over his eyes, stealing away the sharp pain in his temple. From far away, he heard Belina’s protests. His shadowy assailant struck again, driving him to the ground. Then he was falling in to darkness, unfeeling, unknowing.
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A snuffling squeal filled Leitos’s ear, and something cold and wet bumped his cheek. He sat up, reaching for his dagger, but it was gone. A coarse-haired piglet bolted away, its squeals like spikes piercing his skull. He raised a muddy hand to his scalp, felt a pair of lumps under his crusted hair.
“Behave, and we’ll get you cleaned up,” a girl said.
Careful to not make any quick motions, Leitos glanced around in the predawn gloom. The rank air surrounding him was thick with dew and buzzing midges. For a moment, he did not recognize her. Then, slowly, the events of the night before came back, as well as meeting this young woman … Belina. She was prettier without mud covering her face.
She sat on a mossy rock outside his cage, an enclosure made of saplings lashed together with thick vines. Using the same knife she had wielded the night before, Belina sliced a piece of yellow-skinned fruit with a seedy pink center, and popped the wedge into her mouth. She chewed, eyeing him askance, as if expecting him to do something dangerous. That look of distrust annoyed him, since it had been her and her friend who had knocked him senseless, before tossing him into a pigsty.
“Is there any reason I should believe you?” he asked. She frowned as if offended. “So far, you and your people have done nothing to earn my good behavior. Having met two peoples on Yato, I can say that only the Fauthians have treated me well.”
“The Fauthians?” she spat. “Do you not remember what you saw last night?”
“I saw the Fauthians take a dead woman from a cave—”
“—the Throat of Balaam is no mere cave,” she interrupted. “It is a place of dark powers … an abode to evil.”
“Is it?” Leitos said, arching a skeptical eyebrow. “Or is that what you would have me believe? Adu’lin warned of your kind, how savage you are, even to your own. For all I know, you and that brute who clubbed me might have been torturing the woman, and her dying screams brought a Fauthian patrol to rescue her.”
“Are you mad?” Belina said, mouth agape. “The Fauthians are vile and cruel. They take our women and they … they do unspeakable things to them. On most islands they let the Kelrens hunt us. Our men, the slavers kill outright, or chain for the Faceless One’s mines. But our women are the true prize. They capture them and force them to … to.…” She cut off with an agonized look. “They do things that I cannot——will not—utter aloud.”
If Leitos could trust anything, it was that Belina believed what she was saying. But then, Adu’lin and the other Fauthians held a similarly hostile view of the Yatoans. Still, all that about the Kelrens hunting them bothered him. Telmon had named these islands the hunting grounds, and that made him want to believe Belina. He touched his scalp again, and wondered if he could trust anyone.
“If you expect me to behave,” Leitos said, “then you had better show me some proof against the Fauthians. As it stands, nothing you and your people have done convinces me not to side with them, and see you as my enemy.”
“You remember what I told you last night, about the birth of a demon, and the Fauthian woman carrying a newborn child, and the dead woman who was dragged out after?” Leitos nodded, and Belina took a deep breath. “The Fauthians force our women to breed with Alon’mahk’lar. What comes later are nightmares made flesh, changelings, Na’mihn’teghul.”
Leitos recalled the story the changeling Hunter Sandros had told him about his own mother, who willingly gave herself into the hands of Alon’mahk’lar for just such a vile purpose. Afterward, she had eviscerated her own husband, as a living sacrifice to the Alon’mahk’lar. Or, perhaps, the man’s death had merely been for sport. Sandros had never elaborated on the reason. Leitos also thought of Zera. If Belina was telling him the truth, then Zera might have been born in that cave, the Throat of Balaam.
But there were still unanswered questions.
“I have not seen any Alon’mahk’lar in Armala,” he said.
“And neither have you seen any children, have you? Strange, wouldn’t you say, since all the Fauthians are young and hale, the perfect age to rear families.”
Leitos frowned. In the last year, he had grown so accustomed to seeing only fellow Brothers, all older than him, that the lack of children in Armala had escaped him.
Belina said, “Adu’lin has likely hidden away the Alon’mahk’lar who serve him. As to the babes, they are born but never seen. We do not know where they go or how. As for the Fauthians, as far as we know, they cannot bear children.”
“Then how can they continue to exist?”
Instead of answering, Belina glanced at the spot where his fingers massaged his head. “You must forgive Nola. She is quick-tempered, untrusting, and given to crushing heads, instead of making friends.”
“She?” he said ruefully. “You threatened to cut my throat, and this Nola clubbed me. Are all Yatoan women so hungry for blood?”
“Not by choice,” Belina said, an abashed grin turning her lips. Her study returned to his face, and the grin became a scowl. “To stay alive under the heel of Fauthian dominance, we cannot suffer remorse, or show mercy to our enemies … or those who might become our foes.”
They sat in silence for a time, Leitos considering what she had told him, and Belina paring her fruit and chewing the slices as if angry at them. Awakening birds sang to the brightening dawn. The piglets wallowed in the mud, snorting and grunting.
While he saw no easy way out of his predicament, Leitos judged that Belina’s choice of the word camp had been accurate. Small, domed huts sprouted from the forest floor like mushrooms. Made from cut branches and layered leaves, the shelters were almost invisible, even close up. Leitos supposed they would keep off the rain well enough, but were in no way permanent. Even his cage had the look of something made in haste, meant only to keep a few feral piglets alive until the time came to eat them.
Roughly in the center of the encampment, a ring of stones contained a fire that gave off more smoke than flame. Above it hung a sooty earthenware kettle. Something bubbled within the kettle, but Leitos could not tell if the aroma filling his nose came from the contents or the rooting swine.
A rustling noise drew his eye to a man with dark, close-cropped hair emerging from one of the huts. Like Belina, he wore snug trousers, a tunic, and soft leather boots that laced to the knee, all dyed in mottled greens, and slashed with browns and grays. As with the huts, even standing in plain sight, the man blended well with his background.
“Damoc, our clan’s elder, will soon question you,” Belina said. Leitos sensed a tone of warning, which did not settle his apprehension a whit. “He has spent the night with his council, discussing your presence and purpose.”
“I have little to say that they do not already know,” Leitos said. “Unless, of course, you held back what I told you.”
“My father knows all that I do,” Belina answered. With that, she stood up and strode away.
“Your father?”
Belina’s departure captured the man’s attention, and his gaze moved to Leitos. His was a face of angles and edges, and his hazel eyes contrasted sharply with deeply tanned skin. Leitos saw no mercy in that stare, no compromise.
“I am Damoc, leader of my clan,” he said after coming close.
“Well met,” Leitos said, giving his own name with a respectful bow of his head. A life of submitting to his slavemasters had taught him that deference often smoothed paths.
Damoc stared silently, and Leitos felt like an insect under that stolid gaze. He wondered if Damoc would stomp on him, or let him go free.
“Why are you here?” Damoc finally asked.
Leitos gazed around, wondering if the man was mocking him. “I would not be, but for Belina and Nola.”
Damoc’s scowl deepened. “Why have you come to my homelands?” he growled.
“Not by choice, and not for your hospitality, I can assure you,” Leitos said, his deference already exhausted.
“Answer my questions, or I will feed your corpse to these shoats.”
“Very well,” Leitos began. “Kelrens came to the Singing Islands, where my brethren and I had hidden from the Faceless One’s forces.”
“Brothers of the Crimson Shield?”
That Elder Damoc knew of his order startled Leitos, but there was no point denying it. “Yes.”
Damoc rubbed his chin. “It is unlikely that the sea-wolves would have sought out men who are known, even in Yato, as deadly adversaries … not without good cause. When they come to these hunting grounds, they gather scores at a time. Why do you think they would have wasted so much effort gathering a few Brothers?”
“I have no idea,” Leitos said.
“So how were you caught?” Damoc asked. The way he said it suggested that he did not believe they had been captured.
“We misjudged the slavers’ strength. Also, they had Hunters with them, changeling wolves.” Damoc’s lips curled in distaste, but he held silent, waiting for Leitos to continue. “Some of our number were taken….”
Leitos spoke on for long moments, detailing the entire account. When he finished, Elder Damoc’s features grew thoughtful.
“If all that you say is true, then why have you joined with the Fauthians, as much the enemies of humankind as the Faceless One?”
“We did not join them,” Leitos said, tired of explaining that point, but having no choice. “We only accepted their generosity. If they had not healed Ke’uld, a Brother who was near death, perhaps we would not have. Also, they offered to repair one of the Kelren ships for our return to Geldain.”
Where Damoc had shown no inclination toward humor, he laughed now. “Repair ships? Fauthians were men of the sea, generations gone, but no more. Now they shun deep waters.”
Leitos scowled. There was another creature that avoided deep water. “You speak as if they are Alon’mahk’lar.”
Damoc’s face twisted. “They are far worse. Demons and demon-born are what they are, by their inborn nature. The Fauthians willingly chose to side against humankind.”
Leitos’s eyes held Damoc’s. “Let me go, and I will tell my brethren who the Fauthians really are. If we find that you speak the truth, we will destroy them.”
“No,” Damoc intoned. “You have joined with our enemy, and so have become an enemy to all men.”
“Have you heard nothing I said?” Leitos gasped.
“Do you deny that you and your fellows have taken shelter in Armala?”
“No,” Leitos said, shaking his head, then rushed to explain. “Our only purpose is to destroy those who bend knee to the Faceless One!” He was uncomfortably aware that if that mission had ever been true, it no longer held sway amongst the majority of his fellows. Even now, he could imagine Sumahn and Daris taking their pleasure with the Fauthian women, while the rest supped on Fauthian food, and slept in Fauthian beds.
“I could almost believe you,” Damoc mused regretfully, “but to do so could prove to be my downfall, that of my clan, and all my people. I cannot take the chance that you are lying.” He took a deep breath and stood rigid. “You will burn before a gathering of my people. Such is the sentence for those who have sworn fealty to the Faceless One.”
“I did not swear to anyone,” Leitos shouted, hauling himself out of the muck. “You must believe me. We did not know. Damoc, free me!”
Damoc turned and strode away. He did not slow, or so much as hunch his shoulders against Leitos’s pleas.




Chapter 18
 
 
At dawn the night after he sent his son off, a bleary-eyed Adham peeked into Leitos’s room, thinking he must have returned by now. The bed still stood empty and unused. Hoping he had missed his son’s return, he joined Ba’Sel and Ulmek in the gathering hall.
“He’s probably sneaking about stealing things,” Ulmek said, and then filled his mouth with a gulp of fruit wine, indifferent to the greenish liquid that dribbled over his chin.
Ba’Sel drained his own goblet, swaying a bit in his seat. “The boy is probably enjoying the city. As I understand it, he has never seen a living city, other than Zuladah. Trust that hunger will bring him back—you know how boys love to eat.”
“He would not have left without telling me,” Adham countered, keeping to himself that he had sent Leitos in search of anything the Fauthians might be hiding.
Ba’Sel frowned doubtfully. “Surely you must know that young men often stretch the bounds put in place by their elders.”
“Sumahn and Daris ought to be proof enough of that,” Ulmek drawled. “If you need more, look to your own youth.”
“From the time I could raise a sword without slicing off my ears,” Adham snarled, “I set to slaughtering enemies, not lolling about and cavorting with strange flesh.”
“Strange of flesh these Fauthian women may be,” Ulmek said, turning an eye on a laughing pair of women passing by, “but Sumahn names them exotic … and skilled in matters of love. In that, I must agree.”
Of all the Brothers, Ulmek was the last one Adham would have expected to fall under Fauthian sway.
“Do not fret, Adham,” Ba’Sel said, smiling and glassy-eyed. “Leitos has shown great promise. You should trust in him and his wisdom.” He winked. “Besides, it could be that he has chosen to make a man of himself among our hosts.”
Adham abandoned the two to their wine, and went to find Adu’lin. If not for desperation, he would not have lowered himself to speak with that yellow snake of a man. Adham did not trust the Fauthian or his people. In truth, he did not believe they were people at all, but something very much akin to Alon’mahk’lar. Who knew what the Fallen were capable of creating?
He found Adu’lin speaking quietly to a group of his folk, who sat on benches fashioned after nude children—human children, Adham noted uncomfortably. Behind them stood a fountain fashioned into a wrinkled crone of hammered bronze, with a crown of ruby horns, and pendulous breasts that streamed water from jade nipples; below the waist, she became a stone serpent of thick coils that trailed into a pool tiled in eye-wrenching patterns.
Tearing his gaze from the fountain, Adham demanded, “Have you seen my son?”
“Which one of you would that be?” Adu’lin asked, smirking. “Forgive me, but you all look so much alike to us.”
Adham tried to ignore the Fauthians’ sniggering, but the cracking knuckles of his tightening hand gave evidence of his irritation. “He is the youngest of our party,” Adham grated. “His name is Leitos. He was not abed this morning, and may not have been all night.”
Adu’lin favored him with an unreadable expression, though a flicker of some emotion—surprise, alarm, wrath?—lit his stare. “As I warned you and the others, this city is ancient and far larger than my people can fully inhabit. As such, much of Armala is dangerous for its sad state of neglect. If your son has gone nosing about where he ought not—which Ba’Sel assured me none of his men would do—then it is possible some ill has befallen him.”
In a voice low and dangerous, Adham said, “Listen well, you goat-buggering serpent, if you know where my son is, tell me. If not, then get off your scrawny backside, and start searching this befouled city for him.” He reached for his sword to emphasize his point, belatedly remembering that it was not there. He had his dagger tucked under this robes, but thought better about drawing it.
Each Fauthian watched his hand clutch the empty air at his hip, and their amber eyes narrowed to slits. A smug look passed over Adu’lin’s thin face. “We are all friends here. Surely there is no need for hostility?”
“Forgive me,” Adham forced himself to say, suddenly feeling imperiled. “Concern for my son has soured my manners. I would like to search for my son, but I do not know the city, or where to start. I … I need your help.”
“Of course,” Adu’lin said, placid and accommodating once more. “But as you would only hinder us, I must ask you to return to your quarters. Trust that we will find your son … if he is in the city.”
“Where else would he be?”
Adu’lin shrugged. “We place guards on the walls to keep the Yatoans out, not to keep our people in. But then, we know better than to venture outside the city. It is conceivable that your son might have disregarded my warnings, and left Armala. I hope that is not so … as should you.”
After leaving Adu’lin, Adham returned to his quarters and paced, wall to wall. Every hour on the hour, he went to Leitos’s room, hoping he had returned. The chamber remained empty.
Now, with the sun westering toward its nightly slumber, and still no word from Adu’lin’s search party, his worry became stark fear. Adham cursed himself for not insisting on joining the Fauthians, and he cursed Ba’Sel and the others for their careless indifference about … well, everything. No one asked after the Fauthians’ disregard for repairing a Kelren ship, no one spoke of training, no one seemed interested in returning to Geldain to fight the Faceless One and his minions.
Something was foul in Armala, and Adham needed answers—he intended to get them, with or without the help of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield.




Chapter 19
 
 
“You cannot put him to death,” Belina warned, looking at her father over the fire’s glowing embers. An opening in the hut’s roof created a gentle draft, drawing out the smoke, even as it ushered in fresh air under the edges of the domed shelter.
“My decision is final,” Damoc said. “We do not know if this Leitos is in league with the Fauthians and the Faceless One, but we cannot take the chance that he is. If we are betrayed now, our homelands are lost to us forever.”
Our homelands were lost when our forefathers traded the defilement of our mothers and daughters for the illusion of peace, Belina thought but did not say. There was no point voicing aloud what her father knew in his heart, even if he refused to admit it with his mouth.
For generations after the Upheaval, Yatoan womenfolk had given themselves to the godlike Fauthians, who in turn gave them over to Mahk’lar for the creation of Alon’mahk’lar. Bearing those monsters changed the women. They became as living ghosts, and their love grew cold. After bringing forth demonic life, the only thing that gave them pleasure or purpose was to offer themselves for breeding, again and again.
In time, the Alon’mahk’lar race grew plentiful, and the Fauthians conceived of a new race with which to gift the Faceless One—the Na’mihn’teghul, changelings, created by breeding women to Alon’mahk’lar. Only the hardiest woman survived those cruel assaults. Fewer still survived the long pregnancies required for Na’mihn’teghul young, let alone the birth.
Belina’s father and mother, like all Yatoans, had dutifully bowed to their masters’ plan, and to them was born a daughter, Belina’s older sister. When the Fauthians had come to claim the child for their own purposes, it had broken what little remained of their mother’s mind. One night, just as Belina had seen in a dream-vision, her mother had risen and given herself to the sea.
With the death of his wife, and the abduction of his eldest daughter, Damoc awakened and found his purpose. He opened the eyes of his people to the truth of their servitude, to the horrors forced upon them. In doing so, he began a war of resistance against the Fauthians, and their demon-born host. In time, her father proposed retaking the largest island of Yato, and destroying the Fauthians, once and for all.
Now Belina feared Damoc’s lust for vengeance had blinded him to other truths. “If you kill Leitos,” she said, “you destroy us all, and sentence the world to darkness.” She hesitated, knowing how he felt about the things she saw when she closed her eyes. “I have told you my visions, so you know this.”
Damoc prodded the embers with a stick, sending a swirl of ash up and out of the hole in the roof. “I have never doubted that you believe what you have seen in dreams—but they are just dreams, nothing more.”
Although Belina had never spoken it aloud, she knew the reason her father refused to accept her gift. To admit the truth was to acknowledge that somehow she had inherited an unnatural ability … something, perhaps, leftover from her demon-born sister.
“Leitos came ashore, just as I told you he would,” Belina said gently. “Name it a dream if you will, but he has come as I foretold.”
Even in the gloom, her father’s doubt was apparent. “You spoke of a man of shadow and steel, of blood and death, yet my eyes see only a stripling youth who was easily taken by you and Nola. How is such a one as that supposed to save our people, let alone the world?”
When Belina did not answer straight away, Damoc added, “All you have done, daughter, is cross the paths of coincidence with a comely face, and now you try to force this Leitos into an imaginary role. Nothing more. Your heart compels you to distrust reason, and I cannot allow you to make that mistake.”
“So you will kill him out of hand,” she said, her anger rising. “In doing so, what do you gain?” She could not relent. Her visions had never been wrong. “Had you heeded what I saw, you might have stopped mother from—”
“Dare not blame me for that,” he said, raising a warning finger. “You were but a child. Always you prattled of your nightmares and dreams—like any child.”
“Except my nightmares and dreams were as true then as now.”
“You dreamed the fears of our clans, repeated things you had heard. That is all. What happened was expected—the lost and desolate of our people have always given themselves to the sea, as did your mother.”
There had been other visions, dreams, forewarnings, but Belina did not bother mentioning their accuracy. As her father was now, he would dismiss those too. As he always has, she thought, seeing that he would never believe her, that he would always bury the truth with reason. It was the same throughout the clan.
But not this time. She knew Leitos was more than he appeared—or he would be, if he survived. But, if there was a way to help, she did not see it. Belina remembered traitors who had died roped to a pole, burning from the feet up, hair flaring like oil-soaked straw, screaming until their lungs burst. She remembered, and she wept for Leitos, the youth of her visions.




Chapter 20
 
 
Throughout the day, while secretly using the edge of a blunt stone to grind away a knot of vine holding the pen together, Leitos watched the Yatoans.
Armed with bows and spears, they made little noise in their comings and goings, effortlessly blended with their surroundings, and never spoke above a murmur. Like the Fauthians, there were no children in sight, unless he counted Belina and a handful of others near his own age. To his mind, they were not here to settle, but to raid.
And none of that information did him any good. He was going to roast alive, by Elder Damoc’s decree, and that hour was rushing nearer.
Cautious not to draw attention, he abandoned his blade of stone, and tried to lift an edge of the pen. Stakes driven deep into the soft earth kept it in place. Likewise, he could not hope to squeeze through openings small enough to contain piglets. He took up his stone and resumed his work.
Near dusk, Damoc emerged from his hut, and ordered a few Yatoans to bring wood and join him deeper in the forest. Leitos avoided thinking about what they were up to. By now his fingers were raw from trying to cut through the vines, but he had still not made enough progress. With darkness closing fast, he decided he could risk a bit more effort.
Sweat had begun to run over his cheeks when Belina came from her father’s hut, cast about with a harried look, and found a youth about Leitos’s age sitting at the edge of camp. Belina did not head straight for the young guard, but made a circuitous route through camp. At one point she glanced at Leitos, made an indecipherable motion with her hand, then frowned at his bemused expression. She looked away with a dismissive snort.
Leitos shook his head, and set to sawing at the vines with a vengeance, keeping a sharp eye for anyone paying him too much mind. Even if he managed to get loose, he would still have to escape the Yatoans.
As he labored, Belina finally moved before the guard. She smiled and began to speak. With a surprised look, the youth jumped to his feet. When Belina pressed closer to him, he asked a question, and received a hesitant nod in return. A leering smile played across the youth’s face, and he abruptly kissed her. Before Belina could do anything—Leitos had the distinct impression she was about to stir his innards with that knife of hers—the guard hoisted his spear and disappeared into the forest, making for higher ground.
Scrubbing her lips with the back of her hand, Belina watched him vanish into the forest. Then she turned and made her way to Leitos. As she passed by her father’s hut, she retrieved a bow and a quiver bristling with arrows.
He did not know what was happening, but Belina’s ire now seemed directed at him. Held by her smoldering gaze, he wondered if what she intended could be worse than burning alive.
“You’ll never cut through those without an ax,” Belina said.
Leitos glanced at the frayed vines. “I had to try. Will you tell your father, or do you intend to poke a few arrows in me? I suppose that would be preferable to burning.”
Instead of answering, Belina leaned on a nearby tree. Between the thin light of the waning day and her clothing, she all but disappeared against the bark. She continued to gaze at him, silent and motionless.
Around camp, the Yatoans had begun to gather their weapons. A few stole looks his way. A long, low horn blast rolled down the mountainside. For a heartbeat only, the Yatoans froze in place. In the next instant, they charged up the slope. In moments, the Yatoans had disappeared, leaving only a few swaying leaves marking their passage.
“My father will be displeased that no one thought to leave a guard to watch over you,” Belina said. “He has often scolded our clan about leaving the camp untended. We are new to fighting,” she admitted.
Belina drew a dagger—the same Kelren blade his father had given him, Leitos saw—and slashed the twist of vine holding the cage’s makeshift door closed. It was the way out he had been looking for, given to him freely. But at the end of that path stood Belina.
“Do you mean to torture me before I burn?”
She looked at him as if he were an idiot. “Someday, you may well burn, but not this night.”
“Then what are you doing?”
She turned at the snap of a branch, listened for a moment, then faced him again. “You asked for evidence against the Fauthians—as if what you saw at the Throat was not enough—so I will give it to you.”
“Why?”
“I need you to see the truth,” Belina said, looking around apprehensively, “to understand those you have taken shelter with. For the sake of all, you must follow the right path.”
“Lead and I will follow,” he said slowly, unable to hide his mistrust.
“No,” she answered with an impatient scowl. “You go where I tell you, or I’ll gut you where you stand.”
When she motioned with the dagger, he weighed his options, and did as bidden. Observing his escape, the shoats followed suit, and scampered into the underbrush, squealing and grunting into the distance.
“Where to?” Leitos asked. If he wanted to get away, he would have to disarm her. In doing so, he presented himself with the dilemma of killing her, or tying her up and leaving her alone in the forest. He knew he could not kill her—no matter what she had done to him. Her sister, on the other hand, a girl he had yet to set eyes upon, was another matter. Nola had nearly taken off his head once before. Doubtless, she would slaughter him without hesitation. The same likely held true for all the Yatoans.
All, that was, save Belina. For the sake of all, you must follow the right path. He did not know what that could mean, or why she had said it with such conviction, but obviously his path meant a great deal to her, enough that she was willing to betray the trust of her clan.
Belina pointed out faint trail leading downhill. “Go,” she said. “Mind you do not make a peep, unless you favor fire to freedom.”
You call this freedom? He almost blurted the question, but thought better of it.
He set out, moving as quietly as an apparition. Belina came along a few paces behind, moving just as silently. Despite her threats, it felt good to be free of the company of swine, and on the move. As he pushed into the forest, he thought about the proof she meant to reveal about the Fauthians, and wondered if he really wanted to see it.




Chapter 21
 
 
Concealed within the shadows of the gallery overlooking the gathering hall, Adham cringed at the drunken merriment below, and at the music made by the Fauthian women.
He did a rough headcount. A full third of the Brothers who usually engaged in the nightly carousing were absent. Chief among the missing were Ulmek, Ba’Sel, Halan, and Ke’uld.
Sumahn and Daris, both stumbling drunk and stripped to their breechclouts, enjoyed the affections of several women, whose bare golden skin glowed with sweet oils.
Although repulsed, Adham was glad for the nightly distraction. It allowed him the freedom to begin looking for Leitos. So far, Adu’lin had not brought word one way or another about Leitos’s whereabouts. As far as Adham knew, the Fauthian had not bothered to search. Leitos had been gone a night and a day with no word nor any concern from anyone, and Adham’s worry had grown sharper by the hour. Only because he had lived amongst the Brothers for a year kept them safe from his ire.
While he would try not to draw undue attention to himself, Adham meant to find Leitos, no matter where that search took him. If worse came to worst and a Fauthian guard questioned him, he could feign drunken ignorance—as a precaution, he had sloshed a little of the fruit wine over his robes. Just the smell of it gagged him. Jagdah was the drink of his people, clear spirits that burned like purifying fire when it went down your throat, and warmed your body even during the coldest winter night. Good for drinking and healing, jagdah was the only thing besides water or tea worth drinking.
The gallery ringed the entire upper floor of the gathering hall, and at several points let out onto balconies overlooking the palace grounds. Adham moved cautiously to a balcony that offered clear sight of the armory where Adu’lin had deposited their weapons.
Taking a knee, he peered through the carved stone balusters. Standing in the flickering light falling from a pair of ensconced torches, two guards secured the door of the armory. After a little snooping, Adham had discovered the armory’s other doors had long been sealed with stone and mortar. Even the narrow windows were boarded over. Nevertheless, Adham knew he could get in—mortar crumbled quickly in a place so damp and hot.
Adham retreated to another balcony out of sight from the armory, took hold of the spreading limbs of a tree that grew against the side of the gathering hall, and climbed to the ground.
As he began his slow route around to the back of the armory, he went over the elements of his plan. After he collected the weapons he needed, he meant to scour the city in earnest. His greatest hope was that Leitos was still within the city, lost or, at worst, hurt and immobile but alive. Anything beyond that, he refused to consider.
He hurried across a cobbled street, and paused in the shadows on the far side, and eyed the guards. The men had not seen him. He ducked into an alley so narrow that his shoulders brushed the walls. Overhead, the roofs leaned close together. Lichen and damp moss clung to the walls and the ground, silencing his footsteps.
The narrow passage branched when it came to the back side of another building, and Adham turned toward the armory. The way became tighter than before, forcing him to squeeze through with his back and chest brushing the walls.
After a few paces, the walls pressed closer, making him breathe in shallow gulps. He used his hands to alternately pull and push himself along. When he investigated the way earlier, he had been sure there was plenty of room. Now his confidence wavered. Much tighter, and he would have to turn back.
After a few more feet, he reached a point where even breathing became almost impossible, but only a few paces stood between him and freedom. Adham rested, fighting the sense that the walls were living beings that wanted to crush him.
Preparing to push through, he went stiff when a small cascade of moss pattered over his shoulders and head. He glanced up, but saw only star-banded darkness … then a shadow silhouetted itself against that background. He blinked, and the figure disappeared.
Adham tried to get at his dagger, but he couldn’t reach it. He commanded himself to remain calm, told himself that he had seen nothing, but his heartbeat increased, and sweat sprang from his pours. He began bulling his way toward end of the passage.
After gaining a few more paces, he found himself pinned. More grit sprinkled down. He tilted his head back. The figure had returned, and with it several more. He recognized slender Fauthian heads peering down at him, radiating condescending triumph.
“Adham,” Adu’lin said, “might I ask what you are up too?” A few whispery chuckles met this.
“Where is my son?” Adham gasped. “Tell me, you creeping serpent!”
More chuckles filtered through the darkness, but something else caught Adham’s attention. A misty shape oozed into the gap between the roofs, a thing of shifting smoke and dull, silvery eyes. Spiderlike, the Mahk’lar crept closer, making no sound.
A swelling black terror filled Adham. He forced that fear down, and gusted all the air from his chest. His lungs began to burn straight away. Sensing the demonic spirit coming closer, he contracted his ribcage and lifted his feet. At once, his weight dragged him to his knees. Lower, there was a fraction more room. Adham scrambled ahead, clawing and kicking for every inch.
“You will not escape,” Adu’lin called.
Adham ignored him. He knew he could not escape from the Fauthians, not now, but he refused to die, trapped like a rat.
The last few feet of the passage squeezed in, the rough stonework scraping skin from his knuckles and elbows. He could hear the Mahk’lar murmuring indecipherable words that spawned a thousand visions of death, each worse than the last.
“Do not listen,” Adham told himself. “Do not see. Do not let it in.”
The cautionary words became a low chant, a distraction meant to reserve his sanity. He pushed forward, every inch slower and more painful than the previous. The walls squeezed tighter, and still he pressed on.
A pace from freedom, the two Fauthians guards he had initially tried to avoid showed themselves at the end of the passage. Growling low in his throat, Adham gave a last shove with his feet, and tumbled clear. His growl became a furious shout, as he bounded to his feet. He drew the Kelren dagger, and attacked as if it were a sword.
Stunned by his ferocity, the guards backpedaled, using their spears to keep him at bay. Adham caught the haft of one spear in a hand strengthened by long years of wielding heavy picks and mauls. The Fauthian tried to jerk the weapon free, but Adham held fast. With a violent twist, he wrenched it from the guard, and reversed the steel tip.
The other guard lunged. Adham deflected the attack, and drove the tip of his spear through his assailant’s belly. Adham ripped his weapon free, and the dying man’s scream filled the alley. From somewhere else, shouts of alarm sounded.
Adham went after the unarmed guard, who was retreating with hands raised. “There is no surrender,” he snarled.
Adham closed, and the Fauthian abruptly turned to flee. Adham hurled the spear, burying it between the guard’s shoulder blades. Before the Fauthian went still on the ground, Adham was there, tugging the shaft free, and wheeling to face the foes he knew must be coming.
The Mahk’lar slid out of the tight passageway, and rushed forward on a mass of legs. Its bulbous head jutted off its undulating back.
“You can do me no harm, demon,” Adham warned. “Best return to your mistress, and tell her that the line of Valera is alive and strong.”
The creature halted. “Valera?”
“Leave him be,” Adu’lin commanded, having come into the alley through a doorway at ground level.
“You do not command here,” the Mahk’lar hissed, a score of jointed limbs unfolding from its body. “Not in this.”
Adham took an involuntary step away, raising his spear. The demon continued to expand, driving back Adu’lin and his gathering men. Soon its dark bulk filled the narrow way.
“Valera blood,” the demon said, peering at Adham. “Such blood as that has been washed in the Powers of Creation … such blood is precious. Come, offer yourself to me, satisfy my hunger, and I shall see your rewards last all eternity.”
Adham forced a harsh, mocking laugh. “I will satisfy nothing of your needs, but I will destroy you.”
The demon reared, bellowing rage. He threw the spear at the densest part of the demon’s body, but the shaft passed through that misty substance. An instant later he heard a thump and a scream, and knew one of Adu’lin’s men, perhaps the Fauthian leader himself, had been impaled.
Before the demon could react, Adham flung himself at it. As he expected, the demon retreated, its limbs thrashing. Adham slashed a hand through the demon’s vaporous bulk, and a crackling flash of cool blue light brightened the alley. As he drove deeper into the demon’s suffocating mass, webs of azure lightning erupted from Adham’s skin, and spread like a ragged web over the demon.
Shrinking in on itself, the creature scrambled to escape, its cries shaking the walls. Adham closed his ears to those sounds, slammed shut his watering eyes, and continued to rake his hands through the creature’s insubstantial form, the crackling bursts of energy paining him, as well.
And then the agony vanished, along with the flickering pulses of radiance and the demon’s dread howls. Adham stood panting, eyes still shut.
“To destroy a demon is to draw more—those that might not be so agreeable,” Adu’lin shouted fearfully.
“And what manner of fool would wish to indulge demons, agreeable or not?” Adham asked. He opened his eyes to find no sign of the Mahk’lar, but the Fauthians had circled him about. Despite their professed aversion to violence, all held swords, long, brutal weapons. They seemed eager and willing to run him through, and waited only for Adu’lin’s command. Behind Adu’lin, a man lay on his back, fingers frozen around the haft of the spear Adham had thrown.
Shaken though he was, Adu’lin visibly collected himself, and put on a face of bland calm. “It is not a fool who treats with demons and their master. Rather, the fool is he who thinks to resist their rule—especially one of the Valera line. A lesson you shall soon learn, to your great displeasure.”
At the same moment Adham moved to break through those around him, the pommel of a sword crashed against the back of his head, driving him to his knees. The Fauthians fell on him, their brutal kicks and stomps first bruising him, then breaking him.




Chapter 22
 
 
Sumahn swept his goblet off the low table, watched it roll across the carpeted floor, then reached for the flagon of fruit wine. He poured the sweet nectar into his open mouth. Half of it splattered over his chest. That did not matter. There was more, always more, and the mess would invite Ina to use soft cloths to clean him … or, perhaps, she would use her lips.
In counterpoint to the delightful Fauthian music, Daris laughed dazedly, and rolled into the embrace of several cooing women—tangled as they were, and naked besides, it was hard to guess just how many entertained Daris this night.
All around the gathering hall, more Brothers were similarly engaged. All were drunk to the point of delirium, as the fruit wine had flown especially heavy over the course of the day. Sumahn noted with half a mind that Ba’Sel and Ulmek were not in attendance, as well as some of the older Brothers.
“Leave the young to their pleasures!” he bawled, as if his elders were listening.
Laughter and bawdy calls answered him.
Ina watched him with lidded golden eyes, a knowing smile turning her full lips. While Sumahn finished off the flagon, she swept back her red-gold hair, and arched her back enticingly. She was his favorite, as she seemed to guess his desires, no matter how chaste or perverse, before he had thought of them himself.
“Wine!” he slurred.
Ina reached behind her. Sumahn watched her skin pull taut over her lithe curves and thought of sweet butter, a delicacy he had not tasted in a lifetime. He reached to caress that warm flesh, but Ina turned back and pressed a fresh flagon into his hand. He blinked stupidly, and she seemed to double before his eyes.
“You’ve brought your sister?” he quipped, finding it difficult to keep his chin from bouncing off his chest.
He abruptly squinted at the gallery above, trying to clear his focus. “Did you see that?” he asked, struggling with the words. “Just there … I thought … I thought I saw someone.”
“Drink, my love,” Ina said, voice as soft and sweet as the fruit wine she offered.
“But there was someone watching—”
She pushed a long, perfectly tapered finger against his lips. “Drink … and know peace.”
“I would rather drink and know pleasure,” he murmured, fixated on her breasts.
“Drink first,” Ina said, helping tip the flagon.
Sumahn relented. Wine flooded over his tongue, the heady vapor of its honeyed effervescence filling his mind, crowding out all concerns….
What concerns do I have? he thought, as a fresh round of laughter washed over him. If he had any, he drowned them in wine, distantly aware that when he had first tasted it he had gagged on the syrupy thickness of the Fauthian drink. Soon after, he and the others had come to relish it. Unlike other wines, which left a man reeling after a night of drinking, and the promise of a throbbing head the next morning, the fruit wine imbued him with a sense of bliss so deep and persuasive as to wipe away all cares. After many years of fighting and running under Ba’Sel’s inept command, the respite was not just welcome, but earned.
After draining half the flagon, Sumahn dropped it and lay panting through a grin. Ina’s golden eyes never left his, as she began kneading the muscles of his thigh. Her touch sent tingles racing over his skin, and he let his head flop back. Through slitted eyes, he stared into the spinning darkness overhead, feeling weightless, serene, protected. Even when the shape he had seen before slowly materialized into a man bearing a terribly long-bladed sword, his calm remained. Gurgling like a fool, he watched more Fauthians emerge from the gloom, all armed and all stern of face.
“I think your menfolk are jealous,” he managed.
By now, Ina’s hands had moved higher up his leg, her feathery touch arousing. “Our people do not know jealousy,” she purred against his chest. She straddled him, and her eyes seemed to swell before him, like pools of molten gold. “But we do know hunger, my love,” she said. Sumahn grinned at her, despite the unexpected urgency in her voice. “A deep hunger … a soul hunger. It brings us both pleasure and pain. The need is unlike anything you have ever experienced.”
“I have known such needs,” Sumahn argued breathlessly. He winced as her nails pricked his skin. “I know them now,” he added, catching her breasts in his hands.
Ina’s eyes grew wider as she bore down. He thought sure he felt warm trickles of blood springing from his flesh. But that could not be. Ina would do him no harm … unless she had conceived some new manner of pleasure. Sumahn put on a wolfish smirk.
Ina leaned down and breathed into his ear. “So hungry, my love.”
Before Sumahn could respond, the boom of a crashing door echoed through the gathering hall. The music cut off at once. A life of battle and danger overrode the effects of the fruit wine, and he tossed Ina aside, his hands searching for the weapons he no longer had. His fingers flashed over the half-empty flagon, curled around the neck, and gripped tight. With a shout, he lumbered from the bed of pillows.
Adu’lin stood in the wide entrance to the gathering hall, flanked on each side by two guards bearing wicked-looking swords, their blades half as long as a man was tall, slender and slightly curved.
“It is time,” Adu’lin said.
While his fellows looked on in bleary-eyed confusion, Sumahn staggered closer to the Fauthian leader. “Time for what?” He gave a halfhearted effort at brandishing the flagon, but felt foolish for doing so. This was their host, Adu’lin. He was no enemy.
Adu’lin smiled in his flat way. “It is time for you and your fellows to repay our generosity.”
Sumahn considered that … rather, he tried. In truth, he had no idea what Adu’lin was getting at. What he really wanted was to return to whatever games Ina had dreamed up.
With that in mind, he faced her with a leering smile. Ina gazed back, her face as smooth and emotionless as carved stone. “Something amiss, my love?”
She moved with such blinding speed that Sumahn could not react. In the next moment, he found himself sprawled on his back, the gathering hall spinning around him. His jaw felt crushed, and that made no more sense than the taste of blood in his mouth. He tried to talk, but sharp pain stilled his tongue. From far off, he heard dismayed shouts, followed by the sounds of men slamming against the hall’s floor.
What is happening? That thought flitted through Sumahn’s mind, an instant before Ina’s bare foot viciously slammed against his head. All that he knew became as black and formless as the darkest reaches of the firmament.




Chapter 23
 
 
Gripping the rope, Leitos swung across the crevasse. Over the wind in his ears, he heard an alarming creak. The cleft below him was no more than a dozen feet wide, but darker than the night, and seemingly bottomless. Halfway across, something snapped overhead, and the rope dropped several inches.
Then he was on the far side, beyond danger. He dropped to the ground with no small measure of relief, and put more distance between his feet and the edge of the gap. He swung the rope back, and Belina caught it.
“Move over there,” she said, pointing at a tree farther along the trail.
“Do you not trust me yet?”
Belina laughed. “If I trusted strangers so quickly, I would have been captured or killed long ago.”
“I think the limb this rope is attached to might have broken,” he cautioned.
“Move,” Belina said, serious again.
Leitos held up his hands in surrender, and did as she commanded. He supposed he could have just as easily run off—it had crossed his mind more than once in the hour since she freed him—but he wanted to see her evidence against the Fauthians.
She eyed mistrustfully. Leitos folded his arms and leaned against the tree she had pointed out, doing his best to seem uninterested in what she was doing.
“If you do anything—”
“You’ll gut me where I stand,” Leitos interrupted, chuckling.
“No,” she said sweetly, “I’ll strip you bare, tie you up, and dip you into a stagnant pool favored by fangfish. For the mud and slime, you’ll not see them come, but you will feel them. They have wicked teeth, those little fishes, and a fierce appetite. They’ll make a eunuch of you in moments. If I decide to leave you in the water, they’ll make bones of you quicker than it takes for you to perish.”
Leitos swallowed. She sounded as though meant it. “I won’t do anything,” he said, thinking maybe he should take the opportunity to run.
She gazed at him a moment longer then, seemingly satisfied that he was telling the truth, she swung across the cleft. The rope neither creaked nor dropped, and she landed lightly as a butterfly.
“From here on,” she said, “we need to move as if they are waiting for us.”
“We are close then?”
“On the doorstep of the Throat of Balaam.”
Leitos began creeping down the trail. Over his shoulder, he asked, “Why does this place fill you with such dread?”
She looked at him as if he were the biggest dolt she had ever seen, an expression he was growing as used to as her constant threats. “Only fools and the servants of the Faceless One would not fear the Throat of Balaam—and I should think that even they cower in dread.”
“Why?” Leitos persisted.
Belina caught his shoulder and spun him about. “The Throat of Balaam is not just an evil place, Leitos, it is a … a womb for the creation of evil things.”
“That makes no sense.”
“Surely you cannot be this stupid?”
Leitos could not help but grin at her exasperation, but it was short-lived. “I am not from these lands. But then, neither am I from Geldain, where I was enslaved and ruled over by Alon’mahk’lar the whole of my life.” She gave him a troubled look, but he ignored her pity. “The Throat of Balaam is only a name and a strange light to me. If you want me to understand, then you’ll have to explain it—slowly, if you will, me being a fool, and all.”
“We do not have time for this,” Belina growled. “Go on, before I spill your guts.”
“There’s a new idea,” Leitos mumbled, and set out again.
They marched through the damp forest for another hour. The longer they went, the more Leitos began to wonder at how Belina and Nola had managed to carry him so far. More, he was curious about how they had kept him unconscious so long. He had seen slavemasters bludgeon men to insensibility, but usually those men came around soon after. Those who did not were rarely ever again right in their minds.
“Did you give me some kind of sleeping tonic?” he asked. At her blank look, he explained his thoughts.
“The juice from the root of the heart flower can soothe a teething babe. A bit more can put a man to sleep.”
“And if you use too much?” Leitos asked. “Would that kill a man?”
“Indeed,” Belina said cryptically.
“You have not given me much reason to trust you,” Leitos said. “At every turn, you threaten to gut me, or to feed me to fangfish, and now you tell me you might have accidently poisoned me to death.”
“When you see what I need to show you, you will understand why we do not trust outsiders,” Belina said, and ordered him to keep going.
They had not gone much farther when Belina dragged him behind the cover of a bush with leaves as broad as a man’s head. “We are close,” she said, her breath tickling his ear.
Leitos looked around, but saw only dense forest, mossy boulders, and hanging vines. The night was warm, and the long walk had brought sweat to his brow, and sweat brought buzzing midges. There was nothing around to indicate they were anywhere near the Throat of Balaam, especially the blue light that had initially drawn him. He said as much, even as he kept searching.
“We are farther up the mountain, above the entrance.”
“And where is this evidence you wanted to show me?”
“Before we go, I will answer your earlier question about why the Throat of Balaam frightens my people.” After a moment to collect her thoughts, she said, “Before the Upheaval, the Fauthians did not exist. Only Yatoans lived on the islands.”
“The Fauthians were created?” Leitos asked, thinking of the Alon’mahk’lar.
“Not exactly. Many generations gone, soon after the stars fell from the heavens and the skies burned, and the seas boiled against cracked shores, the Throat of Balaam burst open, casting its terrible light over the land. That light lured some of my forefathers to betray the command of the Great Council of Elders. They entered the Throat and communed with the Faceless One, and in that cold light, they were … remade.”
Leitos shook his head, confused. “So Fauthians are Yatoans?”
“They are not,” Belina said, fury tingeing her words. “Not anymore. The light changed them. And if not the light, then the Faceless One, who lives within the light, did it.”
Leitos’s pulse jumped. “The Faceless One lives here, on this island, within the Throat of Balaam?” It was all he could do not to shout the question. For a year, he had thought he must travel to his homelands, and from there search countless leagues of ice fields and snowy wastelands for the Faceless One. To know he stood so near his enemy, raised the hair on his neck.
“I need a weapon,” he growled. “I will destroy him—I must destroy him.”
Belina recoiled from the hatred on his face. “The Faceless One cannot be killed with a mortal weapon, otherwise it would have been done by now.”
“Perhaps those who have tried before did not have the skill or courage to do so,” Leitos countered. “Arm me or not, I am going to test myself this night.”
“The day may come when you face the enemy of humankind, but it is not this night, and not here,” she said with an odd surety in her voice.
“How would you know—your visions?”
“Yes.”
Leitos snorted and made to stand, but Belina laid his stolen dagger against his neck. “Sit down, and let me finish answering you.”
“And if I don’t, then what? Will you gut me, as you have so often promised? How does that fit with your visions?”
Belina leveled a flat gaze at him, making him feel slightly foolish for his bluster. “I do not wish to kill you, Leitos. I never have.” The way she said it made it sound as if she had known him for many years, instead of mere hours. If she really had been seeing him in visions all her life, then maybe to her it did seem as if she knew him. “You must heed me.”
“You mean trust you?”
“Yes,” Belina sighed. “Now, sit still, and let me finish.”
Leitos made a face, but settled back to the ground.
“As I was saying, those who communed with the Faceless One were never the same. For a time, my ancestors believed the Fauthians had been purified, remade with eternity in their flesh, and so honored them as gods.
“In time, the Fauthians became betrayers and destroyers of their servants, keeping only the strongest of us alive, and giving the rest to the Kelrens. Our masters began taking women and girls into the Throat, and bred them to Mahk’lar in the creation of Alon’mahk’lar. In time, they gave them over to Alon’mahk’lar, and the Na’mihn’teghul were born.”
Leitos peered at Belina. Hers was a face haunted by horrors too vile to speak of. But what if she was wrong, or lying, or telling only what she believed was the truth? As a slave, he had been deceived into thinking that his people deserved their enslavement for betraying the Faceless One. It was not until he escaped the mines, and had time to truly consider what he had endured all his life, that he changed his mind about the cruelty of the Alon’mahk’lar and their master, the Faceless One.
He looked closer at her, and saw no deception. What if everything she has said is true? If the Fauthians created changelings, then that meant they had made Sandros and Pathil … and Zera.
“Show me what you will,” he said abruptly, finding it difficult to remain impartial.
Belina looked at her hands, curled protectively around the hilt of the Kelren dagger. “I cannot know if it is too late to show you everything, but usually they keep our women for a few days, until they know that the seed of the Alon’mahk’lar has quickened within their wombs. After that, we do not know where they are taken.”
“You’re saying that some of your women are in the Throat of Balaam, at this moment?” He remembered the screams and the dead woman the Fauthians had dragged out of the Throat. He also recalled the Fauthian woman, holding a small bundle. Had she carried a changeling babe? Distaste quivered his skin.
“They may be,” Belina said. “I was child when they stopped bringing pregnant women back to the villages, where they would raise their accursed babes until the Fauthians came to take them. My mother and eldest sister were the last of our clan to be returned. My sister showed herself to be a Na’mihn’teghul the likes of which no one had ever seen, and she destroyed half the village. After that, the Fauthians began to keep the women and the babes, never to be seen again.”
“We should go,” he said.
“Follow me,” she answered in a hollow voice. Instead of threatening to spill his blood in some new way, she handed over the Kelren dagger and set out, leaving him to follow or stay behind.
He went after her, his heart racing as fast as his mind. If even half what she said was true, he intended this night to end his quest for vengeance against the Faceless One this night.




Chapter 24
 
 
Ringed by torchlight, Damoc inspected the pigsty that had held Leitos, then the severed vines that had held shut the small door. My own daughter has betrayed me.
Damoc cursed, ripped the door off the pen, and hurled it into the forest. Nola gave him a startled look, her green eyes wide … Nola, who looked so much like the first abomination foisted upon him and his wife by their Fauthians masters.
He had not always thought so poorly of that first daughter, but that had been before her change, and his wife’s death. On that night, when all that Belina had foretold came to pass, he had finally seen the truth, which led him to stir his people against their oppressors.
Even now, it pained him to admit that until that tragedy had struck him, he and most of the other elders had refused to believe the evil of the Fauthians. Instead of listening to the rational voice in his head, he had believed the Fauthians were good, and that serving them was the proper course. But no more.
“Will we go after them?” Nola asked. Her startlement had vanished. She was so different than Belina and their mother. If anyone had been born to fight, it was Nola. In truth, he sometimes feared that she craved battle too much.
Damoc ignored her for now, and stabbed a finger at Robis, the bumbling youth who fancied that he loved Belina, and who had blown the warning horn. “Come here,” he ordered.
Robis stepped forward, eyes downcast. He was a dullard with not the wits to properly wipe his own arse, let alone to see the deception Belina had cast over him. For all his faults, he was good in a battle, being too stupid to know fear or feel pain. Still, he had betrayed the clan.
“I did not know what she had planned,” Robis blurted. “She promised that she would—” He suddenly clamped his teeth shut, perhaps thinking it better not to reveal just what Belina had promised.
“Where was she taking him?” Damoc demanded.
“I-I don’t know,” Robis stammered. “She never said she was taking him anywhere. If I’d known, I would not have joined in her sport.”
“What manner of idiot believes rallying our defenses is a simple game?” Damoc seethed. “Did it ever cross your mind that sounding the alarm without cause might lead to leaving the camp undefended?” And that was yet another thing he would have to rectify. Someone should have stayed behind to guard the camp. Instead, all had snatched their weapons and run off like untrained louts. But again, that was for later.
Robis swallowed, his throat clicking in the quiet. “She said it would be fun to stir the camp.”
“Fun,” Damoc said flatly, his wrath extinguished by his disbelief. “We are not about fun,” he announced to all. “This rebellion we wage is no game. We fight an enemy that has every advantage, and no mercy for fools.”
A few nodded, but most looked at their feet, or the weapons held in their hands.
“I do not want your shame,” Damoc went on. “I want you to do what we have prepared to do. To accomplish that, we must keep our wits about us. Had the Fauthians crept into our camp, using Robis’s foolishness as a distraction, they could have wiped out the bulk of our clan in one attack.”
“How do we know they did not creep in among us?” Nola asked, her jaw set. “Why else would my sister have—”
“They did not,” Damoc said firmly. “Belina is confused, that is all. If there is a betrayer,” he allowed, “it is this Leitos.”
He refused to believe Belina had betrayed them. At the same time, it disturbed him that Nola so readily accepted the idea. But then, Nola had always been a girl who saw all in stark contrasts. To her there was right and wrong, even if the wrongs were done out of ignorance.
“Then what would you have us do?” Nola said, sounding unconvinced.
How long will I hold sway over her? he wondered—hardly a rare thought of late. A woman had never led a clan or served on the Great Council, but Damoc thought Nola might, one day. She was capable and ambitious enough. And should things go badly against the Fauthians, her unbending, pitiless ways might well appeal to the clans.
“We must find Belina and break the hold this outlander has over her,” Damoc said. “Then we will carry out his sentence.”
He was not entirely convinced Leitos was an enemy, but he refused to let his doubts outweigh what had to be done. If he ever discovered that his judgment had been made in error, then the burden of that mistake would have to be carried in his heart.
“And after that?” Nola pressed.
“After that,” Damoc said, “we do what we have planned so long to do—we destroy the Throat of Balaam, cutting off the Fauthians’ source of power. Then, while they are vulnerable, we will destroy our enemies, one by one, until none are left in all the Isles of Yato.” He cast about, pleased at the determined faces directed his way. “But first, we retrieve Belina.”
“Is that a mistake?” Nola did not say it as a challenge, but the challenge was there nonetheless.
“When we took up arms against our former rulers, we promised, when at all possible, to never again leave our people in their hands. You know that. We all know that. Even the least of us cannot be left to the Fauthians. That is our law,” he said again, ensuring all understood that his going after his daughter had nothing to do with his position as an elder.
There was no grumbling, no irreverent stares, but he felt the doubt flowing from his clan.
“Strike camp,” he called, giving them something else to think about, “and prepare to march. Leitos has already had too long to turn my daughter’s mind and heart. We must reach her before it is too late.” He paused, then added, “If you see Leitos, kill him straight away. He cannot be allowed to corrupt more of us.”
A subdued cheer went up, and Damoc found himself hoping he was right about the strange young man who Belina claimed to have seen in her visions, this so-called man of shadow and steel, the hope of the world…. If he was wrong, then even the mercy of the Silent God of All would fail to redeem him.




Chapter 25
 
 
The darkness of the cell was familiar to Adham, but little else. His long years in the mines had been a time of constant pain, be it from the lash, shackles, the sun, or the backbreaking labor of first crushing rock with pick or maul, then loading the rubble into buckets with hands covered in weeping blisters. Callouses he grew in abundance, but they were never strong enough to resist the cutting edges of freshly broken rock. The same could be said for the pitted iron bracelets he had worn, the marks of their long presence on his wrists a living testament to his captivity. Too, he remembered the harsh desert sunlight, the way it sucked moisture from the tongue and every pore, how it had roasted skin, left a man feeling hot and cracked. And there had been the hunger, a bitter companion with a will only to gnaw your insides. So while only the present darkness was the same, it brought sharply to mind all those past agonies and struggles.
Adham dropped his fingers from the heavy wooden door, and walked to the back wall, his shoulders brushing cool stone. His trek was short, less than his height. He had made it a hundred times since Adu’lin had him tossed into the cell. He turned, thought of the return journey, and decided to sit. In such a cramped space, pacing in circles left him dizzy.
Arms wrapped around his knees, the darkness pressed in. That, too, was a familiar sensation. He put it out of his mind. A barely heard ringing tickled his ears, and above this the slow thump of his heart.
After a time, the few noises he could hear faded to the voices in his mind. Those voices spoke their concern for Leitos and the Brothers, and some fretted over his own quandary.
Slowly, anger rose up, and he turned his attention to it. Worry rarely did a man any good, and while anger served its own dark master, at times it had a way of providing strength, even as it exacted a price. Right now, Adham was willing to pay whatever fee his wrath demanded.
By the time the rattle of a bar being removed from the door sounded within his tiny cell, he was grinding his teeth to the point of pain. As the door swung open, allowing a wedge of pale light to slice through the widening gap, his muscles clenched into tight knots. When he saw the narrow Fauthian face, Adham sprang.
The guard’s impassive expression flashed away to stark surprise. Dropping the torch, he reached for his dagger. At the same time, his lips parted to sound the alarm.
By then Adham was on him, fingers buried in the flesh of the man’s skinny neck. Eyes popping and shot through with hot blood, his teeth bared like a wolf, Adham wrung that throat, twisting, ripping.
The Fauthian forgot his dagger and clamped his hands onto Adham’s wrists, tried to pull them off. Adham drove forward and slammed the guard against a wall. The gagging Fauthian lashed out, his fists fluttering like a pair of startled birds.
“Where is my son, you filthy yellow worm?”
The guard, eyes bulging, answered with strained gurgles. Even if he freed the man, his crushed windpipe would not allow him to answer.
But Adham did not want an answer, he wanted weapons. Still, his fury drove him to shout. “Answer me!”
Other guards began to spill from a doorway from farther down the corridor. They rushed to aid their fellow, shouting and drawing swords.
Adham rammed the top of his head against the Fauthian’s face, once and again, each blow bringing the crunch of shattering bone. His fingers sank deeper, and the Fauthian’s mouth gaped, his tongue wagged. Adham darted his head forward again, driving that bit of pink flesh against the man’s teeth. The Fauthian’s eyes rolled.
Before the others could reach him, Adham snatched the Fauthian’s dagger, slashed his throat, then threw him before his companions. The lead guard danced to avoid his fallen companion, but fell in a sprawl. One after another, the guards tripped, adding to the growing tangle of arms and legs.
Adham sprinted down the corridor. Curses chased him, but nothing else. He paused at a crossing corridor. Right or left? Gloom marked one way, and torches brightened a distant junction in the other direction.
Adham ran full out into the light, and soon reached the intersection. Here he had only one choice, a wide stairwell leading up. He took the stairs two at a time, thinking up had to be better than down, when escaping a prison.
At the top of the stairs, he crashed into a massive set of double doors. He expected resistance, but they banged open, revealing a circular hall alight with scores of torches burning between grotesque sculptures. At the center of all that radiance stood a ring of smoothly tapered pillars, rising up to meet an open portal in the domed ceiling—the heart of the palace. Within that columned ring knelt the blindfolded Brothers of the Crimson Shield, most bloody and battered, all with their hands tied behind their backs.
Shouts rang out behind Adham, pushing him into the hall. He sensed a trap, but surely it was not for him. Or so he thought, until the architect of that snare spoke.
“It seems the resourcefulness of you Izutarians is not overstated,” Adu’lin said to one side.
Dagger at the ready, Adham searched for the Fauthian leader, but he remained out of sight.
“I now see why the Faceless One prizes your people,” Adu’lin went on. “I dare say that if you ice-born savages abandoned your futile resistance and embraced the High Lord of this world, his rewards would be beyond measure.”
“My people will fight until the last drop of our blood soaks the ground at our feet. To the Thousand Hells with you and your false god.”
“A pity,” Adu’lin said, not sounding put out in the slightest. He emerged from behind the statue of a nightmarish creature of horns, tattered wings, and bony limbs. Once he revealed himself, more armed Fauthians crept from the shadows.
Adham glanced over his shoulder. The guards he had thwarted stood behind him, looking eager to begin whatever it was Adu’lin had in store.
“Until the last drop of my blood,” he growled, and feinted toward them. They leaped back as one, but he had already spun around and was running for Adu’lin.
At Adham’s brazen attack, the Fauthian leader’s smug smile fell off his face. Adham loosed a battle cry and raised his dagger. If a man was to die this night, he meant it to be Adu’lin.
So great was his wrath, Adham barely noticed the Alon’mahk’lar step from behind a statue. Coarse reddish hide slashed with black, the demon-born moved between Adham and Adu’lin, a great sword held in its six-fingered hand. That weapon, fully as long as Adham was tall, swept upward.
“Do not kill him!” Adu’lin warned sharply.
The creature hesitated, and that was all Adham needed. He buried his dagger in the demon-born’s belly, and the Alon’mahk’lar bellowed. Before Adham could wrench the dagger loose, the Alon’mahk’lar smashed a fist against his shoulder. A loud popping noise filled Adham’s head, and fiery agony rushed through every inch of his body. The blow flung him through the air, and he bounced off a pillar. He collapsed to the stone floor, and fought to regain his feet.
The Alon’mahk’lar stalked close, protuberant black eyes slit by golden pupils. A double set of horns grew from its skull. One set spiraled upward, and the second set curved down around its thick neck. Its belly still bore Adham’s dagger. The beast raised its sword, preparing to cleave Adham in two.
“Hold,” Adu’lin shouted, arresting the demon-born’s attack. “The Faceless One offers handsome rewards for the living blood of the Valera line. Besides,” he added, “I promised our guest a harsh lesson, which I still mean to deliver.”
Adham gulped a breath while the Alon’mahk’lar was distracted. Envisioning the course he would take, Adham moved abruptly, teeth gritted against fresh agony.
He caught the hilt of the dagger, gave it a twist, and tore it from the demon-born’s guts. The Alon’mahk’lar floundered back with an eye-watering cry. In spite of Adu’lin’s command, the creature swung its sword. Adham flung himself aside, cringing at the sword’s fleeting brush over the back of his head.
He was up again in an instant, clumsy but moving toward the bound Brothers, whose blindfolded heads were turning this way and that.
The Alon’mahk’lar roared behind him. With the barest measure of caution, he slashed the bindings holding one man’s wrists, then another’s.
Wild shouts went up all around him, from the Fauthians and the freed Brothers. After the shouts came the sounds of fists pummeling flesh, steel hewing muscle and bone. Screams erupted from the wounded and dying.
Adham did not waste a moment to see who suffered the worst of the spreading melee. Once he had freed three Brothers, he knew he would never free them all.
His knife had just started to part another cord, when clawed fingers tangled through his hair and wrenched him off the ground. That huge fist turned him, until he was staring into the Alon’mahk’lar’s face.
Growling low in his throat, Adham thrust his dagger deep into one of the creature’s eyes, and deeper still, until only the hilt and cross guard jutted from the socket. The Alon’mahk’lar spasmed violently, throwing Adham aside.
Adham tried to control his fall, but landed in a heap at Adu’lin’s feet. Glaring, the Fauthian jabbed the point of a sword into the hollow of Adham’s neck, freezing him in place. “You try my patience,” Adu’lin snarled.
“Then we are even, on at least that score,” Adham returned.
From the corner of his eye, Adham saw the three Brothers he had cut loose: Ulmek, Sumahn, and Daris. They grouped together against a score of hesitant Fauthians. Outnumbered as they were, they were not outmatched, given the scatter of dead Fauthians sprawled across the floor.
Before Adu’lin could react, Adham cried, “Run!”
Ulmek’s dark eyes swung toward Adham.
“Damn your hides, go!”
With great reluctance, Ulmek ordered the retreat.
Adu’lin ordered his men to hold fast. “Where will they go?” he demanded, as if sensing a trap where there was none.
Willing to play on the man’s fears, Adham bared his teeth in a mocking smile. “Surely you cannot expect me to spoil the surprise?”
Adu’lin’s thin face writhed as he ground his teeth together. “I have no love of surprises,” he said. “But this night, I will make an exception.”
Adham had only a moment to wonder what he meant, before Adu’lin’s sword flashed toward him in an arc of silver-edged death.




Chapter 26
 
 
Blue light engulfed Leitos and Belina as they crept beneath the stern face carved into the cliff above them. Leitos had the uncomfortable feeling that its stony eyes regarded him with malice. Then they were moving deeper into the Throat of Balaam. A vaulted corridor, floored with fist-sized opals, stretched interminably into the dazzling light. Were it not the lair of the world’s bane, he would have counted it beautiful.
One cautious step at a time, Belina with an arrow nocked, Leitos with his dagger ready, they delved deeper into the Throat. As Leitos grew accustomed to the glare, he brushed his fingertips over the surface of a wall. Where the stone looked uneven, it was smooth and slick. Below the crystalline surface, tiny gems of every hue and clarity, glittered like faceted grains of sand. The beauty of those thousands of individual stones hit him all at once, and he found himself staring in open-mouthed wonder.
“What are you doing?” Belina hissed. Slowly, understanding shrank her dismay. “Let nothing blind you to the truth of Fauthian evil. Such was the undoing of my people.”
Leitos offered a noncommittal shrug, but Belina was having none of that. “Give me your word that you will not let what you see obscure what I have spoken of. You must see with your head and your heart, not with your eyes. The works of the Fauthians are as honey to mask the bitter taste of poison. Do you understand—do you promise?”
“Very well,” Leitos agreed. There was no point telling her that nothing, especially pretty gems, would change his mind about destroying his enemy.
After a time, Leitos began to wonder how far they had yet to go, and put the question to Belina. “I’m not sure,” she said, refusing to look at him.
“Not sure? I thought you had been here.”
“My father came here after … after my mother’s death. He told me what he saw, and warned us all to stay away.”
“So you do not know what we will find?”
“Of course I do.”
Leitos’s concern sharpened, even as his heart sank a little at the possibility of not finding the Faceless One. This Throat of Balaam might well be used for all the monstrous things Belina said, but only by Fauthians and Alon’mahk’lar. “What if your father lied?”
“He did not.”
“How can you know, if you have never—”
“I have seen this place,” Belina interrupted.
“Your visions,” Leitos said. “Are you sure what you see are not just dreams mingled with things you have heard from others?”
“Do events in your dreams come to pass?”
Leitos mulled that, then considered something else. “You said you recognized me—”
“I did,” Belina interrupted. “I have had visions of you for as long as I can remember. Even from afar, I recognized your face—” she hesitated, then said in a rush “—though it is not entirely the face of my visions.”
“That makes no sense. If you saw me, but it was not me, how can I believe anything you are saying?”
Belina shook her head. “In my visions you are older, harder. A man scarred, a man—” She cut off abruptly. After a moment, she said, “I will say no more on this matter. You can continue to trust me or not, but I will reveal nothing else about who you will become.”
“Why?” Leitos pressed.
“I fear that to tell too much would change what will be to what could be. It is not a risk I am willing to take.”
Gibberish, Leitos almost retorted, but thought better of it. “Well,” he said, as if he no longer cared about her visions, “let’s go see if your father spoke truth or lies.”
She glared, but did not bother defending Damoc. “Come along. We are almost there.”
After walking for what felt like many miles more, Leitos began to question what almost there meant to a Yatoan. Before he could voice his doubts, they came to place where the azure light shone brighter than ever. As they neared the spot, the glow became opaque. Not like light at all, but a curtain of frosted mist.
“What is this?” Leitos asked, just stopping himself from brushing it with his fingertips. The mist filled the height and breadth of the corridor, blocking sight of anything beyond.
Belina favored him with a nervous expression. “I … I don’t know. My father never mentioned this. I think coming here was a mistake. Perhaps the Faceless One knows we are coming, and laid a trap. Come, we will go back and get help—”
Leitos did not wait for her to finish. He caught his breath and stepped into the wall of light. He heard a startled yelp, but then he was passing through turquoise nothingness. It surrounded him, cold and wet. His skin tingled unpleasantly, and he felt a strange pressure building within him, seeking an escape—
—and then he stepped clear. The pressure eased, then vanished, though his skin still prickled. The awareness of those odd sensations flew from his mind, as he looked into a dark chamber so immense that it defied comprehension. A gasp drew his gaze to Belina, who would not step far from the misty radiance.
“Did your father describe this?”
“Yes,” she breathed. “As well, it is as I have seen. But seeing it now….” Her words trailed off.
The chamber, all of velvety gloom, stretched as far as the eye could see, and farther still. It was like looking into the emptiness between the stars. The difference was that he stood within those immeasurable gulfs.
A single source of illumination, a pillar of cold flame, hovered at the very heart of all that darkness. Its presence subdued the expansiveness, somehow dominating all within its sight.
“W-we dare not go closer,” Belina stammered.
“I dare,” Leitos said, eyes locked on that pillar and the vague figure seated atop it. The Faceless One. Belina had claimed no mortal weapon could harm him, but Leitos meant to learn for himself if that were true. If nothing else, he needed to see the face of his oppressor, the face that every tale said no living man had ever looked upon.
Belina tried to catch his arm, but he stepped from the spill of cool light at his back, and into the waiting void. Before his first step fell, he had a moment of doubt, a fear that his foot would drop through emptiness. He did not imagine falling, but ceasing to exist, his being devoured by the void….
His foot landed on an invisible surface as hard as stone. Only that the pillar of light remained ahead told him that he had not tumbled into oblivion. Belina cried out, whether in alarm or anger, he did not know. He thought to calm her, but could not look away from his goal.
He continued one ponderous step at a time, his breath coming in puffs. He realized that he did not walk, so much as drift. Upon recognizing that, he halted, but an unseen current carried him at great speed. Or is the Faceless One drawing me to him? An uncomfortable thought that quickly broke apart and dissipated.
While Leitos sensed himself drawing nearer to the Faceless One, neither the pillar nor the figure grew larger, giving the illusion that he moved not at all.
Then, with sickening abruptness, he found himself standing within the shadows just beyond the pillar’s luminance, gazing up at the figure seated upon a throne of intricately carved obsidian. The man leaned forward, his head deeply bowed, with thick and tangled strands of long dark hair obscuring his features.
Nothing about the Faceless One was as Leitos had imagined. Clad in simple leathers and furs, he looked an imposter upon a throne stolen from a mighty king. Usurper or not, strength resonated from his broad shoulders, deep chest, and thick arms, but nothing about him spoke of regal authority. Rather, this figure represented a raw, brutish power.
“Who are you?” Leitos asked, the sound of his voice thundering in the still. The figure flinched, seemed ready to reveal himself, then settled back. Leitos made his demand again, shouting it.
The man stirred once more, raising his head listlessly. Leitos clutched his dagger, not sure what good it would do, and not caring. Here was his enemy, and he would strike him down, somehow. He must.
That terrible head lifted higher, and Leitos felt ice coat his insides. Where a face should be, blue flame teemed over an indistinct skull.
“Go from this place,” the man pleaded, again at odds with Leitos’s expectations.
“I did not come here to obey,” Leitos said through clenched teeth, “but to destroy you.”
“Escape, boy … while you still can.”
The man’s hands suddenly pressed against his head, as if trying to contain those unnatural fires. His limbs trembled, and he doubled over, groaning.
Leitos waited, poised to attack.
The Faceless One abruptly sat straight, the fires solidifying enough to make out the vague outlines of a face, still unclear, but a true face. A vicious grin played over his lips. “Tell your father that death has found him!”
That shout fell on Leitos like the breaking of mountains, crushing him flat. The man began to rise, his proportions growing immense. The void’s emptiness came alive with roaring flames of every vile hue, and from those leaping fires sprang Mahk’lar. Terrible beings, creatures born of hate and shadow, their flesh formless, bloated, drooling corruption from gnashing, fang-filled mouths.
They danced near, their incomprehensible language filling Leitos’s mind with visions of a thousand atrocities. He saw the brutal ends of all those he knew, the destruction of all the world’s peoples. He saw screaming men, their flesh stripped from crushed bones, their living marrow scorched to ash. He saw women and girls savaged by demon-born, their beauty and grace pillaged by abominable lusts. He saw children boiled alive in their own blood, or roasted on spits above black fires, or torn from wombs with flaming pincers, before being ripped to pieces and stuffed into the fanged mouths of demons.
Howling in dismay, Leitos hurled his dagger at the Faceless One. For a moment all froze, save the twirling blade. For a moment, it seemed the Faceless One’s hellish delights would at last come to an end. For a moment alone, Leitos believed he would prevail against his dread foe.
The blade struck true, sinking deep into the Faceless One’s heart … and passed through him.
“No,” Leitos breathed.
The Faceless One fingered the spot where the dagger had pierced him, and Leitos fled. Roaring hateful mirth, the Faceless One ordered his minions to join the hunt.




Chapter 27
 
 
After hiding the bulk of his warriors around the entrance of the Throat of Balaam, Damoc strode into the chill light, following two sets of muddy tracks. One set he knew as well as his own, the other belonging to the outlander. He still could not understand why Belina had brought Leitos here. Surely no good could come of it.
Nola and a handful of others, all armed with bows and swords, guarded his flanks. Washed in the haunting radiance, their mottled garb served poorly to conceal them.
“Do not hesitate to cut down any Fauthian or Alon’mahk’lar we see,” Damoc told them. Of demonic spirits, neither he nor his people feared their touch. At worst, such were a nuisance, although he had heard it told that other peoples did not fare so well against Mahk’lar. In all the Great Councils, no one had been able to explain why the Yatoans could resist being taken by spirits. In the end, it was a small advantage.
“What of Na’mihn’teghul?” Nola asked. “Is it still your wish to capture any young ones we find?”
Damoc considered that decree, born of a secret and now forsaken desire to redeem his eldest daughter. His deeper hope was that his people could, perhaps, change the nature of one of those fell creatures, and turn its loyalties against the Fauthians. Or, at the least, use it to crush the sea-wolves who hunted the Isles of Yato. While he knew he could never fully trust such an abomination, it seemed well worth the risks to utilize such a living weapon. If it were not for Belina, who he was sure waited somewhere up ahead, he would have allowed the capture of any and all changelings they came across. But not this night.
“The time for taking captives is for later,” he advised. “Retrieving Belina and killing Leitos is our only purpose.”
“Had Belina not stopped me,” Nola said, “I would have cut his throat when we found him.” She searched the empty corridor. Only Damoc among his party had ever entered this domain, and his daughter’s apprehension mirrored that of the others.
“Do not fret over that,” Damoc said in a placating tone, sensing his daughter’s coming words before she spoke them.
“When this is over, we must confront Belina. Her decision to betray our trust has endangered the clan, perhaps all Yatoans.”
The warriors around them gave the pretense of ignoring the conversation, but Damoc knew they sided with Nola.
“She did not betray us,” Damoc said firmly. “She made a mistake, much as Robis blundered in heeding her.”
“And how many such mistakes will you allow her to make, before you enforce our laws?”
He dragged her close. “You are speaking of your sister,” he said against her ear. Nola tried to pull away, and though she was strong, he was stronger. “Trust that I will deal with Belina. Not you, not anyone else. And before you think to pass further judgments, remember that she is your sister—a sister who has, time and again, ensured your safety, when others would have left you in the hands of our enemies.”
“She has saved me, but only as I have saved her, on occasion. Past good deeds cannot erase present wrongdoing.”
“We will speak of this later,” Damoc growled. “For now, concentrate on our task.” Only after Nola nodded agreement, did he release her, and set out ahead of his clan.
As time had seemed to slow when first he had ventured into the Throat, it did so now. They had passed what he judged was the midway point, when a brief rumble filled the corridor, fading slowly.
Damoc signaled a halt, sure that buried under that noise he had heard a voice. When the silence persisted, he waved them forward.
The first time he journeyed into the Throat of Balaam, he had been searching for his eldest daughter. He found instead a breeding ground at the corridor’s end, a place rife with demonic spirits, Alon’mahk’lar, and fires spread across a seemingly infinite plane. Countless women and older girls had been held captive by invisible bonds across that endless expanse. All had been stripped bare, and they had gazed about with deluded, lustful eyes….
A night had not passed since that he did not relive the horror of those wanton expressions, or the dismay and revulsion he had felt upon witnessing the captives crying out for the brutal touch of Alon’mahk’lar. At the center of all that ruthless madness, the Fauthians and the Faceless One had overseen the loathsome ritual.
Remembering filled him with fresh fear. He could not let that happen again, not to anyone, and not to Belina. Damoc sped up until he was running.
The rumbling came again, and this time Damoc was sure he heard words. A moment later, a feminine scream raced down the corridor to meet them, and knew her voice as he knew his own.
“Belina!” he bellowed.
No answer came.
He and the others flew down the corridor.
Moments later, a figure appeared far ahead, running toward them. Damoc halted everyone with a warning shout. Movement to one side drew his eye, and he found one of his men raising a bow and drawing back the string.
“Hold, Kasem!”
The man cast him a confused look.
“It may be Belina,” Damoc explained, and noticed that Kasem’s eyes flicker toward Nola, before he grudgingly lowered his weapon. When Damoc glanced her way, Nola stood peering down the corridor, as if she had noticed nothing. The downturned corners of her mouth told a different story.
“Father,” Belina cried, sliding to a stop. “The Faceless One has Leitos!”
Damoc, blinking back tears of relief, tried to embrace his daughter, but she pushed him away. “There is no time. We must save him!”
He despised her senseless devotion to the youth. When he spoke, that hatred burst out. “Cease this deluded nonsense! We did not come for an outlander who has chosen to cast his lot with the Fauthians. We came for you.”
“He is not one of them,” Belina insisted, putting a pace between them. “It is as I have always told, he came to destroy the Faceless One!”
“The Faceless One cannot be killed,” Damoc scoffed.
“I told him as much, but he refused to listen. Believe me, his loathing for our enemies is as strong as our own. In that, he is an ally—but also a fool who believes he can defeat the Bane of Creation, by himself. Please believe me, if only this once. We must help him.”
“No,” Damoc said, refusing to acknowledge the nagging in the back of his mind that told him his refusal was a grave error. “We must leave.”
“I will not,” Belina said defiantly.
“You will heed me, child. One way or another.” As he spoke, he searched the faces of his companions for support, and found one face missing. His heart became a frozen lump in his chest. In a croaking voice, he asked, “Where is my daughter?”
Feet shifted uncomfortably, but no response came. But he knew the answer. All eyes turned to look down the corridor, just as Nola vanished into the cold burning light of the Throat of Balaam.
“No!” Damoc called, but it was too late.
Nola had not come to rescue her sister, but to hunt.




Chapter 28
 
 
Adham looked at his hand, moved his fingers. Not long before, that hand had rested a foot from the stump of his wrist. After Adu’lin had chopped off the appendage, he had healed him the same way he had healed Ke’uld’s leg. “Only to gain favor of the Lord of Light and Shadow, do I do this,” he had said.
It sounded like a favor Adham wanted no part of.
Adham’s father, Kian Valera, had seldom spoken of the abilities he had briefly held after being exposed to the shattered Well of Creation—but then, how often did a man need to hear the tale of bringing the dead back to life, before it stuck fast in his mind? Somehow Adu’lin, and maybe others, had gained the same ability for healing, despite being half a world away from the Qaharadin Marshes and that forgotten temple, which had protected a secret never meant for humankind to uncover.
A mystery of which I’ll never learn the truth, Adham thought now, raising his head to look at his companions. All the remaining Brothers were bound and blindfolded, unlike himself. He guessed Adu’lin wanted to torture him with the illusion that, if he tried hard enough, freedom might be attainable. The presence of armed Fauthians ensured that if he tried to escape, however, he would not get far.
I have lived a good and long life, Adham told himself. If it ends here and now, I am ready. He eyed Adu’lin standing beyond the ring of pillars, speaking in a quiet voice to some of his men, and vowed he would not die alone.
Adu’lin approached. “My men have caught those you freed.”
“You are a poor liar,” Adham scoffed. “Had you captured them, they would be here, with the rest of us.”
“Had they not fought,” Adu’lin countered, “you would be correct. But fight they did, bravely, ruthlessly … futilely. A pity none survived.”
At this, a few of the trussed Brothers gasped.
“You lie,” Adham said again, but with less conviction.
He had hoped Ulmek and the others would get to their weapons, and then return to teach these spawn of serpents a brutal lesson in the arts of war. But some hours had passed with no sound of fighting, and no alarms raised. He imagined Ulmek’s stony features gone slack in death, and his throat clenched.
“Believe what you will,” Adu’lin said. “The truth will become known to you soon enough, after I finish what I began this night. I think you will find it—”
At that moment, a guard glided near and spoke urgently into Adu’lin’s ear. The Fauthian leader’s face contorted for the barest instant, then smoothed to its usual bored indifference. No matter what mask he wore, Adham knew something troubled him deeply.
Adu’lin spun away, taking the guard with him, and signaling others to join him. Adham strained to hear, but could only make out some concern about a throat, or some such. Adham hoped the throat they were speaking of was a Fauthian’s, and that it had been cut.
Adu’lin sent his men off with a word, and moved deeper into the shadows. He spread his arms and bowed his head, like a priest of old honoring a god, and began muttering under his breath. Adham felt the hairs on the back of his neck stir, and a breath of damp ice teased over his flesh, as the words became clear.
 
From the darkness between the stars,
Came He, the Lord of Light,
To deliver peace and safety upon all lands.
Praise the Faceless One,
He who suffers the unworthy.
Praise the Faceless One,
He who blesses the contemptible.
Bow to His wisdom,
Bow to His righteous judgment.
Praise be to the Merciful One,
Praise be to the Lord of Light and Shadow.
After a few moments, Adu’lin ceased his supplications, and returned. He grinned down at Adham, revealing a malevolence that Adham had never before seen on the man’s face. From a leather purse hanging at his hip, he produced a handful of cords. From each hung a stone of protection. “As I was saying, Izutarian, I think you will find what I have in store for you and your companions enlightening.”




Chapter 29
 
 
With the Faceless One’s cruel laughter hounding him, Leitos rushed across the plane, its surface erupting with fire and crawling with demonic spirits. He ran as hard and fast as he had ever run in his life.
As in coming, he seemed to travel no distance at all, though he could make out the archway where he had left Belina, and that azure glow guided him. And then he saw a feminine silhouette emerge from the light, and come straight for him.
“Go back!” he cried, waving his arms. She did not heed him.
He cut off when a great arc of twisting flame rose between them. From its highest point, some steaming, pestilent liquid began raining down.
Leitos slid to a halt, searching for a way around, but in every direction leaped roiling flames, and from those fires oozed terrible creatures of mist and shadow.
Seeing no other way, he ducked his head and ran into the ghastly deluge. Hot drops splattered over him, reeking of sickness. He gagged, bent over and retched a thin drool of spittle, but never did he cease going forward.
The tacky rain fell harder, forcing Leitos to squint. Where that fluid touched bare skin, a burning itch spread outward, until it seemed that he had been flayed from head to toe with stinging nettles. The stench intensified, stealing his breath, blurring his vision. And still he ran, a slogging shamble where every step seemed to stick to the ground, before pulling free.
Without warning, he burst through the other side of the rain, staggering, his skin afire. He swiped a hand across his eyes, fearing he would go blind if even one drop of that damnable wetness dripped in them.
Suddenly remembering Belina, he cast about. Instead of Belina, came the last woman he had ever expected to see. He told himself that her presence was impossible, but in this place of infinity, the domain of the Faceless One, who could say what laws could be bent, or shattered entirely? It struck him that none of this was real, and that she was but an apparition, a memory plucked from his dreams and placed here, in this realm of nightmares. A single thing bound all those ideas together, and that was the guilt he felt, now and forever, for killing her.
She loomed closer, green eyes ablaze with unforgiving malice, her face as beautiful as he remembered.
“Zera,” he gasped, “I am sorry.”
Her sword, rising to strike, paused, and a look of shock crawled over her features. “Dare not speak that name,” she hissed, the tone of her voice different than he remembered.
Leitos snapped his eyes shut, then opened them. This young woman before him resembled his first and only love, but she was not Zera. She had not her years, and by her garb and the long bow slung across her back, she was Yatoan. A mingling of disappointment and relief flooded him. “We have to get out of here,” he said.
The girl smiled darkly. “Only one of us will leave.”
“What?” Leitos said, alarmed. He took a careful step back, glanced over his shoulder to find Mahk’lar gathering like a great knot of entwined serpents, growing more numerous within that arc of fire and venomous rain.
“If we do not flee,” he said urgently, looking back at her, “we will die. We can deal with your concerns later, once we are free.”
“You are my sole concern, Leitos,” she said. “And by that, I mean your death is all that matters to me.”
One moment she stood rigid, the tip of her sword aimed at his heart, the next she swept in for the kill, her flashing blade alight with a thousand flames, her grace making Ulmek’s poise and skill seem clumsy by comparison.
Her first strike slashed toward his neck, and he leaned out of reach, barely. The tip nicked the skin of his throat. She reversed her swing with a flourish, and again her blade cut him, leaving a shallow scratch along his raised forearm.
“Where is Belina?” Leitos demanded, thinking to distract the crazed girl with what must be a familiar name.
“Safe,” she said in a clipped tone.
Fury burned in her eyes as she advanced, her whirling strikes coming faster and wilder. In moments, despite his best efforts, her steel had marked him with a dozen shallow scratches. Having failed to cut him down, or even wound him gravely, her anger grew hotter.
“If you wanted an easy kill,” he taunted, knowing it might well prove deadly to do so, “you should have set yourself before a bush, and chopped at its branches.”
With an inarticulate scream, she attacked in an unrelenting flurry, the blade blurring before his eyes, nicking him here, slicing him there. Leitos dodged and danced and darted like a serpent, ever a hair’s breadth from death. He knew he could not keep it up for long. He had to end this.
She abruptly lunged, emerald eyes burning like matching portals of hate. Leitos twisted, and the sword tore through his robes, skimming his ribs. Before she could draw back, he stepped close, wincing as the keen edge sliced deeper. That sacrifice was his only defense.
His fist pistoned forward in a short, brutal hook, and slammed against the point of her chin. His unexpected attack caught her off guard, snapping her head to the side. Eyes fluttering, she fell. Leitos grunted harshly as the sword, still clutched firmly in her hand, reversed its track along his ribs. By the slow trickle of blood down his side, he guessed the wound was not deep, and so not deadly.
Behind him, the sounds of the Mahk’lar grew louder. He tugged the sword from her now limp fingers, and thrust it into his belt. He debated whether or not he should leave her behind, then decided that was no option. He caught hold of one arm, and heaved her over his shoulder. She was slight but solid, and while he had grown stronger in the last year, he still bowed under her weight.
Leitos shambled toward the corridor, his footing more sure with each step. Soon he began trotting, then running. The girl bounced on his shoulder. Doubtless she would awake to aching ribs—not to mention a bruised chin and splitting head—all of which, to his mind, was more than fair trade for the wounds she had inflicted upon him.
As the cries of the Mahk’lar increased, he slipped through the tingly veil, and then into the archway’s welcome glow. He had not traveled far when he caught a glimpse of his hand and arm wrapped around the back of the girl’s knees. A revolted groan slipped past his teeth. His skin was welted and inflamed under a wriggling mass of gray, spiny worms with large heads and sharp, pinching jaws.
Reining in his disgust, he gently placed the girl on the floor. Only then did he tear off his belt and outer robe, and set to scrubbing away the squirming grubs, a horror-stricken moan lodged in his throat. The creatures made plopping sounds when they fell to the opal floor tiles, and quickly dissolved into thin air, leaving behind greasy smudges. He shook out his hair so forcefully that his teeth rattled, then went still, waiting to feel if any more of the worms remained. If they did, they had stopped moving.
The girl mumbled and raised a shaking hand to her chin. Leitos debated pummeling her again, but decided against it. He donned his robe and stuck her sword in his belt. The girl grunted when he slung her over his shoulder again, but did not struggle. He had not taken a first step when a low hissing sound alerted him to something rushing up from behind.
Leitos spun, drawing the sword. A seething mass of Mahk’lar filled the corridor, some driving toward him on misty limbs tipped in cracked yellow claws, other coming on webbed feet, or pulling with thrashing tentacles covered in weeping boils. Scores of eyes pinned him, orbs dead-white and dusky amber, or sunken pits filled with glints of baleful scarlet. Beneath all those hues flashed glimmers of dull silver.
Leitos turned and ran, the girl’s weight forgotten. For every pace his legs took him, the demons gained ten. He ran harder. Their rank odor, like acrid smoke and decay, poured over him. His lungs revolted, refusing to draw in that taint. His chest ached for breath, his vision darkened at the edges. If they caught him, so much as touched him, he would—
Frigid, crackling fire raced over his neck and down his spine. The held breath gusted from his lungs, as a waving tentacle thrust through his neck, as if his flesh were no more substantial than vapor. The ebon tendril waved before his face, dividing even as he sprinted along, became a hand crossed with raw fissures. Things moved within those red-rimmed folds, much like the worms that had savaged his skin. As that hand dropped onto his face, the darkness of the Mahk’lar’s essence was blasted away by surging veins of blinding silver, as if lightning were flashing within his skull. The host of Mahk’lar overtook him in a blinding rush, enveloping him, making him part of their whole. An involuntary shout erupted from his throat, and a high-pitched shriek sounded from the girl.
And then the demonic spirits were past him, rushing down the passage. His head cleared quickly, and the tingling cold faded. Chest heaving like a bellows, he ran on.
The girl shifted on his shoulder, but whatever she had suffered at the touch of the Mahk’lar kept her docile. Distantly, he hoped she had not been driven mad … unless that madness kept her from wanting to slice him to ribbons.
Not much farther along, Leitos stumbled to a halt before a handful of Yatoans strewn across the shimmering floor. Some had curled into tight balls, weeping softly, or were babbling gibberish. Some stared straight ahead, jaws slack, strings of drool wetting their lips.
Damoc, looking stricken but not incapacitated, leaned over a girl propped against the wall. Leitos swallowed dryly when he recognized Belina.
“Let the visions pass from your mind,” Damoc murmured, using the corner of his cloak to wipes sweat from her brow.
Belina’s eyes flickered to her father’s face and away. Her gaze skipped over Leitos, then swung back, widening. Her mouth worked. A rattling came from her throat, and she tried again. “Leitos?”
“Forget him,” Damoc said irritably.
“He is alive,” Belina gasped. “He brought Nola back to us.”
It took a moment for Leitos to comprehend that the girl on his shoulder was Nola, the same girl who had battered him unconscious the night he met Belina.
By then, Damoc had turned to glare at him.
“What have you done to my daughter?” he demanded, drawing his sword. Before Leitos could answer, he commanded, “Put her down, and move away.”
More than happy to be rid of his burden, Leitos did as bidden, and saw that Nola suffered from the same shock as her fellows.
When he turned back, Damoc had closed the distance. Rage shone in his eyes.
“I am not your enemy,” Leitos said, hesitant to use Nola’s blade to cut down her father. Damoc did not suffer the same hesitancy. His sword whickered through the blue light, and Leitos threw himself out of reach. “Can none of you see that I am your ally?” Leitos shouted, backing away.
“I see only a walking corpse,” Damoc growled, slashing his blade at Leitos’s face.
With no other choice, Leitos caught the elder’s blade against his own. The clang of steel rang through the corridor, and Belina screamed. Damoc pressed the attack, forcing Leitos to fight for his life.
In moments, one or the other of them would fall, and Leitos did not intend to lose any more blood.




Chapter 30
 
 
Leitos settled into the hammering rhythm, thinking to lure in Damoc as he had Nola, and dispatch him in the same way. “You’ll have to do better than that,” he said, offering a taunting grin.
Damoc refused to answer, driving Leitos back with every vicious sword stroke. Leitos parried a sudden thrust, twisted hard to one side, and slammed his forearm into the elder’s jaw. The Yatoan staggered, even as he swung a backhand slash at Leitos’s belly. Keen steel whispered by, parting fabric an inch above his belt.
Leitos danced back, his concern growing.
“Cease this madness,” he said, wasting precious breath.
Damoc answered with another thrust, his blade shrieking down Leitos’s, until it collided with the cross-guard.
Leitos pressed in hard, twisting his blade in a tight circle around Damoc’s. When the elder’s sword swung high, Leitos drove his boot into the man’s chest. Damoc floundered back and crashed against the wall. Leitos rapped the flat of his blade against the man’s wrist, and Damoc cried out and the sword flew from his numbed fingers. Before the blade struck the floor, he had drawn his dagger, and stabbed it at Leitos’s throat. Had Leitos not expected the tactic, he would have died.
“You cannot win this,” Leitos warned, giving Damoc room enough to realize that he did not mean to kill him.
Damoc refused to accept the chance to reconsider, and came on in a rush. He lunged and slashed, parried and thrust, always seeking to bury his blade in a part of Leitos that would mean certain death.
Leitos avoided the strikes, ceaselessly looking for an opening to put the man down without taking his life. He scored a few blows—a fist to the temple, one to the nose, and a chopping blow to the man’s neck—but Damoc, bloody and dazed, failed to yield.
Sensing that he was growing too weary to take any more chances, Leitos reversed the momentum of the struggle and went on the attack.
Belina had come to her feet, and Nola stood at her side. “Father, stop!”
“Stand away, girl,” Damoc answered, narrowly missing an opportunity to sever Leitos’s neck.
Leitos scampered back. “One chance more I give you,” he snarled, as much for himself as for Damoc.
The elder laughed. “I will gut you where you stand!”
“Your daughter made the same threat,” Leitos said, feinting a thrust at Damoc’s unprotected middle.
The elder’s dagger swept down, blocking a strike that never came. Before he could right himself, Leitos abruptly whirled his blade down and around. What had been a thrust toward the belly, became an overhand attack against a bowed and undefended neck.
“No!” Belina screamed.
Somehow Leitos checked his strike, but could not avoid crashing against Damoc, one of his knees crunching against the elder’s cheekbone. With a stunned grunt, Damoc collapsed to his back, his dagger skittering across the opal floor. Leitos came up at once and, chest heaving, poked the tip of his sword against the elder’s throat.
The rest of the Yatoans, who had shaken off the horror of the Mahk’lar, stood ready to attack. Belina jumped between her people and Leitos, beckoning for calm with upraised hands. Neither Leitos nor the Yatoans relented, and the rising tension became oppressive.
“Should an arrow pierce me,” Leitos warned, “I will end your leader—I do not wish it, but I will.”
“Lower your weapons,” Belina ordered, her voice cracking.
Damoc blinked, clearing the glazed look in his eyes. “Do as she says.”
One by one, the archers lowered their bows, but all seemed ready to raise them again at a moment’s notice.
“Throw them aside,” Leitos commanded.
Only after Damoc nodded did they acquiesce, if reluctantly.
Feeling somewhat safer, Leitos withdrew his sword, thought about how many times mercy had gotten him into trouble, then offered Damoc a hand. “If I had wanted to kill you, I would have. But—and I hope you finally believe me—that was never my intention.”
Damoc gazed at the proffered hand, covered with dried blood and angry welts from the biting worms, and grudgingly accepted. Leitos hauled him up, but took the precaution of putting a few feet between them.
“He … he could have left me,” Nola said, her previous fury replaced by bemused wonder. “Had our positions been reversed, I would have left him. But even after I tried to cut him down, he carried me from that awful place and … and away from the Faceless One and his hordes.”
Leitos held his breath a moment, certain she would mention that the only way he had been able to take her away from danger had been to strike her. Even knowing there had been no other way, it troubled him to have struck the girl who looked like Zera.
She is not Zera, he told himself forcefully, still finding it difficult to separate the image of the woman he had loved, from the girl who now stood in his defense.
“I cannot trust you, not yet,” Damoc said slowly, “but I do trust my daughters. On their word alone, I grant you peace. But know this, outlander, it is not finished between us.”
“It is over,” Belina said with a exasperated snort, “or there is no reason not to let you two start chopping at one another again.” She eyed Leitos. “He may be young, but you are a fool if you believe he could not have killed you a dozen times over—had he wished to.”
That seemed to sting Damoc’s pride, but he abruptly laughed it off. “As well, I could have gutted him where he stood, more than once.”
Belina favored Leitos with an imploring look. After brief consideration, he decided no good could come from humiliating Damoc in front of his daughters and his clan.
Leitos fingered the cut in his robes, and put on a humble grin. “This one did come very close.” It was the best he could offer, and that seemed enough. The Yatoans began chuckling, as if they found brushes with death amusing—in that, they reminded him of the Brothers.
While the others were distracted, Damoc’s wry mirth fell away, and he leaned close to Leitos. “This trust you have earned is thin. Betray it, and I will dip your naked shanks in waters brimming with fangfish.”
Now I know where Belina learned her manners, Leitos thought, holding back a weary grin. “Just so.”
After a time, the elder asked, “What did you see beyond the corridor?” His tone spoke of an interest in something other than the Faceless One, and considering what Belina had told him about stealing women to breed changelings, Leitos thought he knew the deeper question.
“I saw nothing of humankind,” he said.
Damoc considered that in brooding silence, then turned to his people. “Mahk’lar do not idly wander these islands, for there is nothing here for them to seek. Let us find where so many went with such haste. In knowing that, we may learn why they have abandoned the Throat.”




Chapter 31
 
 
The Fauthian guard returned, his gaze devoid of emotion. Of the captives only Adham, Ba’Sel, and Halan remained kneeling amongst the hall’s central pillars. After looking between the trio, the guard dragged Halan to his feet. Adu’lin seemed to take a perverse pleasure in allowing Adham to watch the Brothers being led to their doom.
The guard walked Halan into the other chamber, from which screams would soon echo for a short time, before a heavy silence fell. The big man did not protest, as some of the others had, nor did he fight, as fewer had. He walked with his blindfolded head hanging, resigned to whatever fate awaited him.
Adu’lin met the guard at the doorway. “We are nearly finished,” he called to Adham, and ushered Halan out of sight.
Like a sheep to the slaughter, Adham thought, his churning insides sour.
As the guard took his place beside the doorway, Adham looked to Ba’Sel, whose eyes were blindfolded, and hands bound behind his back. Sweat coated his skin, and an occasional tremor shook his limbs.
What is he thinking? Why does he not dispute the poor treatment of his men? The temptation to despise the man for his weaknesses fell over Adham, but he resisted.
“Can you guess what they are doing?” Adham asked in a low voice.
“I barely know where I am,” he admitted, sounding tired, out of breath. “The last clear memory I have is the first morning after coming to Armala. After that, all is as dreams seen through smoke.”
“That bloody fruit wine stole your wits,” Adham growled, thankful once more that he had not partaken of the filthy Fauthian drink.
Ba’Sel nodded slowly. “I remember it, a ghastly nectar, like spoiled honey and rotten fruit. But after a few swallows it … it took away cares that had been with me for so many years.” In a whining tone that Adham found unnerving, he said, “I felt free for the first time since that repugnant princeling strode from the crumbling temple in the marshes, his eyes gone white, and his skin hanging like a man suffering from a wasting sickness. Little did we know that many of us had been changed.” He paused again with a shudder, then went on hollowly.
“That boy changed inside the temple, gained dark powers. He laid waste with strange fire, burning my kindred to ash in a blink. He summoned a serpent from the mud, a creature of wood and bark and flesh. Kian ordered us away, and so we fled … even knowing he could never survive alone. But he did survive. Kian was not man to die easily. He was a true leader, a king.”
“My father never chose to wear a crown,” Adham said with fierce pride, “but he did serve his people.”
Ba’Sel did not seem to hear him. “Some days after we regrouped, Kian returned to us. Ishin, our leader then, gave him a bowl of snakefish soup. All but Ishin gagged on the taste. Kian fared no better. Ishin was offended, which was nothing novel.” Ba’Sel went quiet again, then spoke in a fearful hush.
“That night, my cousin Fenahk came from the forest … but he was my kin no more. He had become something else, and the creature inside him—the demon, the Mahk’lar—tore him apart from the inside, like a moth emerging from a cocoon, ripping his flesh and bones to shreds. Kian and my brothers fought the beast, as did Ishin. In fear, I remained apart, using my bow. Kian destroyed the creature, seemingly with his voice alone … but not before it had killed Ishin.
“After that, it fell on me to lead the Asra a’Shah. It was a task I never hoped for, but it was mine to do. Perhaps I was too young, or maybe I was never suited to lead. A madness came over the world in the early days after the Upheaval. It broke some part of me that has yet to heal.”
Uncomfortable with the revelations, Adham set himself to planning a way to escape, or at least a way to kill some few of his captors. Until my last breath and drop of blood, he thought, taking solace in the stark and unbending ways of his ice-blooded kinsmen.
Try as he might to turn his thoughts, a question kept arising in the forefront of his mind. Would I have behaved any differently than Ba’Sel? He wanted to believe that he would have shouldered the task as his father had, but was not sure.
Kian’s entire life, from his time as a displaced orphan scrounging for crumbs on the deadly streets of Marso, to his rise as a coveted mercenary, had shaped him into the man he needed to become in order to defeat a depraved princeling with the stolen powers of a god, and to cast Peropis back into the Thousand Hells. Even his later rise to rule over the fractured kingdom of Izutar, and his unceasing resistance against the Faceless One, seemed preordained.
Adham shook his head, unsure if he could have prevailed, had he stood in place of his father or Ba’Sel.
Halan’s sudden howl destroyed Adham’s brooding counsel. Fresh beads of sweat showed on Ba’Sel’s brow, and he began muttering to himself.
“Unless you want to suffer whatever nightmare Adu’lin has planned for us,” Adham urged, “you better find the strength that made you the leader of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield.”
“To what end?” Ba’Sel pleaded. “We are as good as dead—the same fate that has befallen all my brethren these long years.”
“I should wring your coward’s neck,” Adham snapped.
“What cowardice is it to accept that which we cannot alter? Better to make your peace with the Silent God of All, and pray for a sleep of serenity to fall over you before … before they begin.”
Loathing churned in Adham’s throat, and for a moment he thought he might scream in rage. Somehow, he kept his voice low, and asked, “How can you go willingly to your doom? You were an Asra a’Shah, a man born and bred for battle. Is there none of that man left inside you?”
“So many years,” Ba’Sel sobbed. “Four lifetimes of men have I trod the face of the broken world. I have seen the death of thousands at the hands of Alon’mahk’lar, and those who bent their knees to the Faceless One. Longer than you have been alive, I have fought, when I would have rather raised good, tall sons, and tilled the soil of my homelands in peace.”
“ ‘Tilled the soil?’ ” Adham snarled, losing all patience.
The guard glanced their way.
Adham bowed his head, and said from the corner of his mouth, “You are a man of war, and have been all your life. There are no crops for you, and there never has been. The only soil to till lies in the black hearts of all who would destroy humankind at the behest of a soulless demon. If there is any hope for those who come after us, you must resist the Faceless One.”
“What do we know of souls, I wonder?” Ba’Sel mused, head turning one way and another, as if looking at a world behind his blindfold that only he could see.
For a long time Adham stared, understanding coming slowly.
Abruptly Ba’Sel laughed, a giddy, childish squeal of delight. “Mother?” he cried. He nodded his head eagerly, and began rocking on his knees. “Oh, yes, I am hungry.”
“May Pa’amadin grant you peace,” Adham murmured, his scorn fading. The fabric of Ba’Sel’s will had torn, and the delusion that now held him might never relinquish its grip. In that moment, Adham felt pity in his heart not for a vanquished warrior, but for a simple man forced to a path he had never been suited to travel.
But how many of us are suited to stand against those who would destroy us for no more reason than that we live? Adham was not sure anyone, even himself, could stand against the enemies of humankind, but he had to try.
He glanced at the guard, now staring straight ahead. All the other guards had gone elsewhere, ordered so by Adu’lin, who no doubt believed that he had cowed his unruly prisoners to absolute submission.
Soon that lone guard, confident that he would meet no resistance, would come for Ba’Sel. When he did, Adham intended to make him pay for that confidence.




Chapter 32
 
 
Damoc’s clan, some three score strong, marched quickly through the night toward Armala. With dawn still an hour off, the forested path to the black city lay under a dewy pall of darkness and impregnable quiet. Leitos wished that same calm would settle over his heart.
After learning from the Yatoans who had been held in reserve outside the Throat of Balaam that the demonic swarm had made for the Fauthian city, all Leitos could think about was the safety of his father and the Brothers.
The doubts he had stubbornly nurtured about Belina’s account of the Fauthians had vanished. With the Throat of Balaam and the Faceless One so close to Armala, Leitos could not believe that Adu’lin was unaware of the place, or the dark entity that sheltered within its depths. He found it troubling that all the Brothers, himself included, had believed that the Fauthians were a decent, peaceful folk.
How could we have trusted them? Leitos’s only answer was Ba’Sel’s assurances. Disagreeable as it was, their leader had led them into a terrible trap. It pained Leitos to admit that he could never allow Ba’Sel to make such an error again. Once the Brothers knew the truth, they would turn from him, and join swords with the Yatoans. What happened to Ba’Sel after that, Leitos could not guess.
Coming to the edge of the forest, Leitos spied the road he had taken up the mountain the night he crept from Armala. The city slumbered nearby. On its wall, no movement attracted any eye. If not for the lights brightening the palace, Armala might have been a bone-town.
“How will we attack?” Leitos whispered to Damoc.
“There,” the elder said after a time, pointing at a section of wall that projected in sharp angles around a cluster of buildings with tall, pointed roofs. “We have watched Armala for a season, and the Fauthians never post a proper guard along that part of the wall. Our archers will cover two or three climbers who, once they reach the battlements, can make it safe for the rest to follow.”
“If the Mahk’lar have gone to Adu’lin, then he will know we are coming.”
“There is nothing for it. We must attack.”
“I need weapons,” Leitos said, glancing at Nola, who crouched next to Belina. “Unless Nola wishes to lend me her sword again.” He meant it as a jest, but the girl scowled, much the same as she had just before she tried to murder him. It seemed her gratitude for hauling her out of harm’s way had diminished. Belina, however, flashed him a shy smile, which he found disconcerting. Yatoans, he decided, were a strange lot.
From the leafy darkness, a familiar voice said, “There is no need to borrow a blade, when yours is at hand.”
“Ulmek?” Leitos gasped. Around him, the Yatoan company moved into aggressive postures, and Leitos flung up a restraining hand. The Yatoans froze, poised to attack.
The hard-faced Brother emerged from a nearby cluster of brush. Behind him came Sumahan and Daris. All three were burdened with haversacks and as many swords, daggers, and bows as they could carry.
“I believe this is yours,” Ulmek said, pushing a bundle into Leitos’s hands.
Leitos pulled the haversack’s straps over his shoulders, then accepted the sword Ba’Sel had presented to him the dawn after his testing. A dagger with a spike-like blade came next, and finally, Ulmek supplied Leitos with the short, double-curved bow Adham had helped him fashion, along with a leather quiver stuffed with arrows.
While Leitos secured his weapons, Ulmek’s eyes widened at the sight of Belina. When his gaze shifted to Nola, his mouth fell open, and he danced back with a curse. “How can this be?”
His sword seemed to spring into his hand, and the Yatoans surged forward in response. By the thinnest of margins, Leitos managed to convince them to hold fast.
“She is not who you think,” he said in a rush.
Ulmek went still, as Sumahn and Daris spread around him in a protective fan. He thrust his face forward. “She could be Zera, as I first knew her.”
Nola and Belina went rigid, and Damoc looked as if he had swallowed a stone. “How do you know that name?” the elder demanded.
“My brethren and I took Zera in. We trained her. At one time, she was one of us.” His dark eyes cut toward Leitos. “Then she betrayed us.”
“She is alive?” Belina breathed.
Still looking at Leitos, Ulmek shook his head. “No, she is not.”
“How did my sister die? When?” Belina asked. If not for Damoc’s arm blocking her path, she might have leaped at Ulmek.
My mother and eldest sister were the last in our clan to be returned. Icy sweat sprang from Leitos’s pores at the memory of Belina’s words. Twice, now, he had witnessed that volatile reaction to Zera’s name. He glanced at Nola. Eldest sister … my
sister.… Sisters. He should have guessed it before now. He swallowed, dryly, wondering how they would react if they knew he killed Zera?
Ulmek looked between Belina and Nola, to Leitos, and finally Damoc. “We can speak of that matter at another time.”
Leitos let out a slow breath.
“Agreed,” Damoc said stiffly, as if that were the last thing he ever wanted to discuss. “For now, we must concentrate on destroying the Fauthians. This night, our oppressors will pay for their crimes against us.”
Ulmek grinned darkly. “I must say, Leitos, I grow rather fond of your new friends. As such,” he said, looking to Damoc, “I warn you that attacking this city will not be so easy as you think—but then, what joy ever comes from a simple task?”
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“Bring him,” Adu’lin called from the chamber.
“I am ready,” Ba’Sel said agreeably, by now caught fully in the throes of his madness.
Within the first few moments after they had taken Halan away, the big man’s screams ended. So it had been for all the Brothers. Adham could not guess what horrors they had faced, or if they yet drew breath, but he did not intend to become one of them.
The guard came forward. There was no fear in his posture, no caution whatsoever. He smirked when he glanced at Adham. For show, Adham cringed away. The guard turned to haul Ba’Sel to his feet.
Adham leaped up, wrapped an arm around the guard’s neck, and rammed a knee against his spine, driving him forward. They crashed to the stone floor, and Adham reared back until the Fauthian’s spine crackled. Adham pulled harder, tightening his grip, and the guard died with a shudder.
“Bring him!” Adu’lin shouted, now sounding impatient.
Adham drew the guard’s sword. Preparing to free Ba’Sel, he heard Adu’lin’s approaching footsteps.
“Spring is such a beautiful time, don’t you think?” Ba’Sel asked.
Adham did not waste breath answering the senseless question, but instead slashed the man’s bindings, and then tore off his blindfold. “Can you stand?”
Ba’Sel blinked owlishly. “This is not my village, not Salgo.… What is this place?” His black eyes grew wide, and he flinched when he looked to Adham. “Where am I, and … who are you?”
“You are in danger, and I am a friend,” Adham snarled, unable to hide his frustration. “If you want to live, we must flee.”
“Orest, what is taking so long?” Adu’lin sounded one step beyond the threshold, and coming closer.
Adham caught Ba’Sel’s shoulder, and began pulling him to the door Ulmek and the others had used to escape.
Ba’Sel gave a terrified squawk and jerked free. “I do not know you!” he shrieked. “Do not touch me!”
At a sharp curse, Adham spun to find Adu’lin glaring at him.
“I grow weary of your mischief, Izutarian,” the Fauthian said. He made no attempt to produce a weapon. “So weary, in truth, that I can no longer see the benefit of keeping you alive.”
“So be it,” Adham growled, and charged.
Adu’lin’s assuredness broke under Adham’s battle cry. He wheeled and disappeared into the gloom beyond the doorway. Adham followed.
Two paces into the next chamber, Adham slid to a halt. In the darkness beyond the doorway, many pairs of silvery eyes glimmered from the silhouetted heads of men, telling him they were men no more.
The Brothers, men he counted as friends, had been forcibly possessed by Mahk’lar. Those unblinking gazes turned his way. More shapes, malformed and hideous, flitted behind the Brothers, seeking living bodies to take for their own, if only for a short time before their presence destroyed or changed that flesh.
“Kill him,” Adu’lin cried. “Kill them both!”
The shadowed Mahk’lar host and the possessed Brothers moved as one. Adham whirled and ran.
When he returned to the hall, he discovered that Ba’Sel had fled. Cursing, he debated only half a moment before deciding that Ba’Sel, in all his demented madness, would have to fend for himself. Leitos was lost, and when the choice lay between his son and a madman, Adham saw no choice.
He sprinted from the hall, the Fauthian long sword in his hand ready to cleave the spirit from any enemy who came between him and escape.
Rounding a corner, he met a startled guard. The Fauthian recoiled, instinctively raising his spear. Without slowing, Adham lopped off the burnished tip, spun in a flashing circle, and sent the snaky bastard’s head rolling.
Before the thrashing corpse struck the floor, Adham was off again, seeking a door or window, any portal he could use to get into the open.
When he saw the broad double doors at the end of a branching corridor, he knew he had found what he sought. As soon as he turned, a pair of Fauthians moved into view.
Bellowing like a madman, Adham snatched a torch from an iron sconce, and flew into the midst of his enemies. The first fell with a garbled screech, sliced groin to sternum. The next warrior blanched and backed away. Adham pursued, alternating his attacks with torch and sword. The guard fended off the initial strike with his spear, but Adham made quick work of reducing the weapon to kindling. The Fauthian tried to ward against a last blow, but Adham thrust the torch through his weak defense, jabbing the sputtering flames against his face. The Fauthian screamed, and Adham ran him through, then batted him aside.
He flung up an iron locking bar, and thrust the doors open. Expecting to meet resistance, he was surprised to find none. The first hint of the coming dawn showed as a gray aura over the eastern mountains. He headed that way at a sprint, and rapidly escaped the palace grounds.
Wanting to distance himself from Adu’lin’s horde, he kept to that street until he came to an intersection. Taking the one bearing off to the east, he ran at a slower pace.
A few more twists and turns led him to a great square with a central fountain fashioned into a horror of scales and coiled limbs. Given the Fauthian alliance with the Mahk’lar, he now understood their appreciation for such grotesque works.
Going slower now, he kept to shadows and what cover he could find. Alleys served well to keep him hidden from any searching eyes. In zigzag fashion, he discovered that, despite its level appearance, the city had a slight upward tilt. By the time he reached the city wall, he had a fair vantage point from which to survey the way he had come.
Hidden deep within the lingering darkness of a wall, careful to make no sudden movements, Adham straightened to his full height. Under a brightening sky, he searched for but saw no followers. He knew they were there, somewhere, stalking him.
Turning the other way, Adham froze.
Across the southern tip of Armala, beyond a tall watchtower, he saw two men standing on the wall. One faced inward, a bow held at full draw. Another bowman looked outward. By their proportions, they could not be Fauthians.
He waited, unsure what they were up to. His answer came a moment later.
Between the two figures, another man stood up and moved off to one side. In rapid succession, a score of warriors had mounted the wall, all armed with bows, and all seemingly intent on making sure no one within the city could launch a surprise attack.
Yatoans, he thought sure, and wondered if they would accept him into their ranks, or kill him outright.
He had decided to give them a wide berth, when another figure stood up. Adham’s heart began hammering. Even at a distance, and without clear sight of his face, Adham knew he gazed upon his son. Briefly it crossed his mind that Leitos might be a captive of the bloodthirsty Yatoans, but Adham did not think so.
A surreptitious movement drew Adham’s eye back toward the heart of the city. Though still some distance off, Adu’lin’s forces crept toward the Yatoans. Fauthians came bearing longbows; Mahk’lar wove through and around buildings, shapeless fiends of oily black smoke; the forsaken Brothers of the Crimson Shield marched stiffly, with swords and bows at the ready. He spied yet another group of men, who scampered with an odd rolling gait. Kelrens. Adham had forgotten all about them, after the Brothers gave them into Adu’lin’s hands.
Knowing time was short, but knowing also that he must determine Adu’lin’s strategy if he were to be of any help at all, Adham continued his survey. In doing so, he saw a sight that chilled his flesh. Mingled throughout the advancing force strode dozens of Alon’mahk’lar, their heads turning to show the outlines of curving horns.
By now, the advancing force had spread out in a large half-moon circle, with one end anchoring at the western watchtower, and the loose end swinging around to the tower nearest Adham. The Fauthian element, some two score, broke from the main body and began vanishing into the watchtowers and the tallest buildings, those that would provide the best places from which to rain down arrows upon the Yatoans—
And my son! With that thought, Adham was off and running. He gave no thought to strategy or avoidance. There was little even the hardest, most skilled soldiers could do against such an overwhelming force, save retreat. But before the Yatoans could know that was their only choice, Adham had to deliver the warning. And to do that, he had to break through a line of inhuman warriors that knew not fear or remorse, but only a hunger for death and blood.




Chapter 34
 
 
Feeling exposed atop the city wall under the brightening dawn, Leitos searched Armala. Shadows lingered, made sharper and deeper by the rising sun, but otherwise all lay still and quiet. A flicker caught his eye, and he glanced at the same watchtower he had climbed before escaping the city. Its upper windows stood empty.
“They are out there,” Ulmek promised. “Somewhere, they wait.”
“You think we are walking into a trap?” Leitos asked, keeping his voice down.
“All battlefields are littered with traps.”
Leitos put that aside in favor of another question. “Why did Adu’lin capture you and the others?”
Ulmek shrugged. “I do not know, but considering the way he plied us with that fruit wine, it must have always been his intention.”
“And my father?” Leitos asked. He had kept that concern to himself, until now.
“It was Adham who set us free.”
Leitos felt a tingle of pride, but worry outweighed it. “So Adu’lin still has him?”
“I cannot see how it would be otherwise. But if any man of us could find the wherewithal to escape, it would be Adham. A pity we do not have a thousand such warriors within our order.”
Leitos nodded mutely, wondering if a thousand Izutarians remained in all the world. That idea made him feel alone, isolated, a man without a people or a land.
“Within the hour, Armala will be ours, and our longtime enemies will be crushed.” Damoc announced, after the last of the Yatoans had scaled the wall. He stood tall, seemingly unconcerned about watchers. His daughters mimicked his stance, as did all the Yatoans.
“I would suggest we take cover immediately,” Ulmek said.
“Neither I nor my people fear anything that hides within this city. Long have we prepared for this day, and we will not come slinking like whining curs, but as conquerors. Let the Fauthians see our approach, and tremble!” Damoc finished with a shout, earning a hearty cheer.
“Do not let your confidence betray your judgment,” Ulmek cautioned. “If it has not yet entered your mind, consider that this breach has been too easy. Such tells me to beware.”
“If you do not wish to risk your skin,” Damoc said, “feel free to leave us.”
“You speak to no coward,” Ulmek bristled. “And neither are my men afraid to die this day—but not needlessly. I tell you once more, you need to go forward with your eyes and ears open.”
“In open battle, the Fauthians are weak,” Damoc scoffed. “And the Kelrens they will set against us are few.”
“If the Fauthians are so weak, how have they subdued your people so long?” Ulmek asked, not bothering to disguise his scorn.
Damoc rounded on the stone-faced Brother. “My forefathers mistook them for blessed beings, gods among men. It is a mistake I once shared. No more. This day, the Fauthians will be scoured from memory!”
Another cheer went up, along with the brandishing of bows and swords. Belina gave Leitos an unreadable look, but he sensed her apprehension. Nola seemed no less hesitant than her father.
“So you mean to march straight into the heart of the city,” Ulmek asked with a mystified snort. “That is your plan?”
“My only strategy is to chop the Fauthians into stew meat,” Damoc boasted. “After that, I mean to break my fast on the fare of my oppressors. The sooner done, the better, for I grow hungry.” Damoc clapped hands with his warriors, celebrating as if the battle had already been won.
Ulmek cast Leitos a sideways look. “This fool will may well win the day—Pa’amadin, on occasion, will favor idiots with a bit of luck—but after that you and I, along with Sumahn and Daris, and all the Brothers we can free, will leave these Yatoans to their fate, and make for the shore we landed upon.”
Leitos glanced at Belina, and Ulmek caught his arm, drawing his attention. “We cannot be divided on this. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Leitos answered reluctantly.
“We will attack in three separate lines,” Damoc was saying to his attentive warriors. “Do not stop until every Fauthian and Kelren is dead. And trust that whoever finds Adu’lin and brings him to me alive, will be well rewarded.”
Sumahn and Daris had come closer to Ulmek and Leitos, and Sumahn shook his head. “We should just leave them, here and now. We know where Ba’Sel and the others are being held, and should go to them straight away, and then—”
“What is that?” Daris interrupted, pointing toward the east. Four heads turned to observe a man running in their direction, frantically waving a Fauthian sword overhead. A shout drifted across the distance, and though the words were indistinguishable, the voice was not.
“My father!” Leitos cried. He jumped to his feet, as the Yatoans spun to peer at the closing figure. Those with bows nocked arrows, and made ready to fire.
“Hold, damn you!” Ulmek growled. “He is one of us.”
“Perhaps he was,” Damoc said tensely, “but we do not know if he is now in league with Adu’lin. Feather him.”
“No!” Leitos shouted.
Closer now, Adham’s voice pierced the morning quiet, but was still indistinct.
Head cocked, Sumahn’s eyes suddenly went round. “Ambush. He said ambush!”
Damoc looked over his shoulder, doubt written over his features. “I did not hear that.”
“Then you are as deaf as you are stupid,” Sumahn snapped, nocking his own arrow and aiming it at the elder. “Tell your people to hold, or I’ll stick a feather in your throat.”
“Treacherous dog!” Damoc roared. Nola joined him, sword poised, green eyes afire. Belina shook her head and backed away. Those Yatoan bowmen closest by, abruptly turned their arrows on the four Brothers.
Where relative calm had held, now confusion reigned on the wall. Ulmek began shouting furiously, and Daris joined Sumahn in bending his bow. Leitos counted at least half a dozen arrowheads aimed directly at his chest. There was nowhere to go, no way to escape.
Belina moved between Leitos and her people. “Stop! To kill him, is to destroy hope for us!”
Spittle flying off his lips, Damoc raged, “I’ve heard enough about your accursed visions, girl. Stand aside.”
“I will not. If you kill him, then you might as well kill me, and all the rest of us.”
“Heed me, daughter, or by the gods of old I will—”
A hissing sound, followed by a seemingly insignificant thump, cut him off.
Leitos whirled to find a young, dark-haired woman with an arrow lodged in her throat topple off the wall. An instant later, a hail of shrieking arrows sliced through the Yatoan ranks.
“Archers in the watchtower,” Leitos warned, at the same time Ulmek shouted, “Take cover!”
Sumahn and Daris followed Ulmek in jumping down to a slate-roofed storage shed built against the inside of the wall, and then they bounded off that and rushed into the shadows of a nearby building.
Leitos did not hesitate. He caught Belina around the waist, and together they dropped to the shed, rolled off the roof, and crashed against hard-packed dirt. Leitos took the brunt of the impact, with Belina landing mostly on top of him.
He groaned as he got to his feet, ribs aching. Above them, as his people died in droves, Damoc cursed and flung himself off the wall. Other Yatoans followed, some missing the shed to sprawl on the ground. Too many to count, pincushioned with arrows, did not regain their feet.
Leitos pulled Belina toward Ulmek. Damoc yelled some command, but Leitos kept on until he reached the safety of the building and his Brothers. Only then did he let go of Belina.
Damoc ran toward them, eyes bright with fury. An arrow jutted from one shoulder, and another from the opposite thigh. He did not seem to feel his wounds, and rushed near with his sword raised. “Betrayers! You led us into this trap!”
With blurring speed, Ulmek spun and batted away Damoc’s blade, caught the man’s throat, and slammed him against the building. His free hand ripped out the shaft buried in the elder’s man’s shoulder, then jammed the barbed head half the width of a finger into the skin above his heart. “Your enemies wait in the city, not among us, and the only trap is the one you stepped into with all your proud bluster.”
Unsure which enemies to address, the remaining Yatoans split ranks, half focusing on their surroundings, the other half aiming at Ulmek’s back.
“Call off your warriors,” Ulmek advised, “or I will end you before you see the deaths of your people avenged.”
The veins in Damoc’s neck bulged, and he flung his head back and screamed. His grief washed over everyone who heard it, and Leitos shrank back, knowing too well such pain.
When that cry cut off, the elder’s agony fled him all at once, and he went limp. Had Ulmek not still held him, Damoc would have collapsed.
“Call them off,” Ulmek urged. “Set them to defend us, or we are all dead. Do you understand me?”
With a pained expression, Damoc looked from Ulmek to his few remaining clansmen, and finally to his daughters. “Belina?” he whispered. “Nola?”
“We are alive,” they said together.
“The time to grieve those you lost will come,” Ulmek said, “but that time is not now. You must command the living. Fight, Damoc, and bring judgment upon those who would end your clan.”
Damoc looked over the Brother’s shoulder to his clan. “Heed this man in all things.”
As Yatoan bows began to lower, Adham skidded to a halt at the edge of the building, eyes wild, face dripping sweat.
“We must flee,” he said. “Adu’lin has archers ringing us about. Sea-wolves and Mahk’lar advance, tightening the noose, with the aid of Alon’mahk’lar—two score, at the least. As well….” He trailed off, glancing between Ulmek and Leitos, Sumahn and Daris. In a grave voice he finished, “As well, your brothers march with the enemy. They are men no more, but demons sheathed in the flesh of the men they once were.”
Leitos and the others stared in open shock at Adham’s revelation.
“What can he hope to gain by that course?” Ulmek seethed.
Damoc’s eyes lit up, as if discovering the answer to a puzzling riddle. “That is why Adu’lin so eagerly came to your rescue! He knows that Mahk’lar cannot possess us, and so serve no purpose in defending Armala against our attacks. The Kelrens are a threat, but no more than any man. As well, Alon’mahk’lar can be killed.”
“What has any of that to do with my brethren?” Ulmek’s dark eyes never stopped moving, but the elder held the largest part of his attention. By now, the Yatoans had taken up defensive positions to secure their bare scrap of ground.
“Had you not come,” Damoc said, “it was only a matter of time before we would have destroyed the Fauthians. But now these Mahk’lar can harness the deadliest skills of your men. With such warriors—those who can do us great harm, even in small numbers—he hopes to crush our rebellion.”
“How could Adu’lin have known we were more than just another group of slaves caught by the Kelrens?” Ulmek asked.
“Adu’lin, as does most of the world, serves the Faceless One,” Damoc said. “It is likely that he found out where you were, and sent the Kelrens to capture you, intending to use you against us.”
“There must be a way to force the demons out of our brethren,” Daris said.
Adham shook his head. “Once a Mahk’lar entrenches itself within living flesh, that flesh dies or is transformed, and the soul which controlled that flesh passes beyond the mortal realm.”
That truth pressed in on Leitos, but he fought despair by thinking of those yet alive. “What of Ba’Sel? You spoke of freeing him … is he with you?”
“After cutting Ba’Sel loose,” Adham said, “I went after Adu’lin, intending to slay him. That’s when I discovered what he had done. When I returned for Ba’Sel, he had fled. I had no choice but to leave him.”
“Ba’Sel was many things,” Ulmek said, “but he was no craven wretch. If pressed, he would have fought.”
Adham took a deep breath, collecting himself. “Doubtless that is true … but in the end, he was not himself.”
“What are you saying?” Ulmek questioned.
“It is a rare thing,” Adham said hesitantly, “but I have seen it before.”
“Tell us what you are going on about, Izutarian!” Ulmek demanded.
“The father of your order has lost his mind,” Adham said bluntly. “He began raving about his homelands, of his mother. If he survives, maybe he will become again the man he was. But last I saw him, he was as a fearful child.”
“We must find him,” Ulmek said, searching faces for those who might join him. Daris nodded eagerly, but Sumahn narrowed his eyes in unspoken refusal. Leitos recalled Sumahn’s talk of Ba’Sel’s uselessness aboard the Bloody Whore.
Of the Yatoans, none so much as batted an eye. Ba’Sel was unknown to them, and their fealty rested with Damoc and their clan.
Adham gave Ulmek a pained look. “Have you heard nothing else I have said? We are besieged. In moments, Adu’lin’s horde will fall upon us. Ba’Sel, whether he lives or not, is lost. We must flee … or we must fight.”
“If we flee,” Damoc said, “it could be months—if ever—before Adu’lin lowers his guard enough for us to attack again. And now that he has turned your brothers into the weapons he needed, he will fortify Armala, and eventually destroy my people.”
“Why Armala?” Leitos blurted. “What is so important about an empty city?”
“It is Adu’lin’s fortress,” Damoc said.
“That is not what I mean,” Leitos said with a shake of his head. “Why does Adu’lin not simply leave Yato? He would find many other lands safer, without the constant threat of the clans looming over him.”
Damoc gave him a quizzical look, but Belina’s face brightened. “It is not Armala he wishes to protect, but the Faceless One.”
“The Faceless One is here?” Adham barked, his voice mingling with those of the other Brothers.
“I have faced him,” Leitos admitted, “but he is no man.”
“As he is without flesh and thus unassailable,” Damoc added, “I would say his spirit alone resides within the Throat of Balaam.”
“Then we must destroy the Throat,” Ulmek said decisively, “in order to keep Adu’lin from him.”
“This is all well and good,” Adham said, “but we still face the same choices as before. Fauthian archers watch the wall, and worse foes are drawing nearer. Our death is all they seek.”
“Then we fight,” Damoc said with quiet ferocity. “For those taken from us over long generations,” he said, voice rising, “for those ravished by Alon’mahk’lar, for those who have died this day, and for ourselves, we fight.”




Chapter 35
 
 
After Damoc’s defiant words rolled over those gathered about him, the elder looked to Ulmek. “Your order is known, even in Yato, as men of war. How can we push past our enemies?”
“You five,” Ulmek snapped, rapidly pointing out those he wanted, “will join Leitos in drawing the attention of the archers. While the Fauthians and their allies are distracted, the rest of us follow Adham back the way he came.”
Robis, one of the chosen Yatoans, shook his head. “I will be no sacrifice.”
“You will do as ordered,” Damoc snarled, “or I will cut you down myself.”
Robis swallowed, tried to speak, but no words came. He reluctantly nodded under the stares of his fellows.
Satisfied, Ulmek glanced at Leitos, silently conveying to him the leadership of the small band. Only when the Yatoans had turned their attention to Leitos, did Ulmek lay out his plan.
“Once the Fauthians have turned their attention on you, you will have only moments to find cover. I will position another handful of our archers to watch over you, then wait for a twenty count for you to rejoin the rest of us. If you are not there in time, you are on your own. Do you understand?”
Leitos swallowed his doubt. “We will be there.”
“Very good,” Ulmek said, and picked out another five archers from among the Yatoans. When he finished, he glanced at Leitos, and bared his teeth in a stony smile. “Noise, little brother, will work best to attract our enemies.”
Understanding what Ulmek meant, Leitos nocked an arrow to his bowstring, took a deep breath, and burst from cover with a crazed shout. The Yatoans came at his heels, screaming like demons escaped from the Thousand Hells.
Leitos had taken three long strides before the first volley of Fauthian arrows rained down. A shout became a shriek behind him, then another, but he did not falter. Still howling, he aimed at a shadow lurking within an arched window, a hundred paces distant and four stories above the ground. For a single instant between strides, his bobbing arrowhead steadied, and he loosed the shaft. Before the arrow ripped into that darkness, before the shaded figure dropped from sight, he had nocked another arrow and drawn the bowstring to his cheek.
No longer focusing on targets, he sought an opening in the wall flashing by at his side. Of windows there were plenty, all boarded over. Midway down the side of the building, he found a wide stair rising to a portico before a set of massive wooden doors. Pitted and splintered with ancient rot, they slumped on their hinges.
He loosed his second arrow at another figure, then darted up the stairs, taking them three at a time. Running full out, Leitos cradled his bow protectively, and tucked his shoulder. The impact was harder than he expected, and despite looking ready to fall apart at the slightest touch, he bounced off with a stunned grunt.
Three Yatoans came barreling up the stairs, all hollering, Robis loudest of all. The big youth did not slow or try to avoid Leitos, but instead rammed into him, driving them both against the doors. The other pair added their weight, and the latch gave way with a screech of tearing metal and shattering wood. The foursome tumbled into dusty gloom, just as a flight of arrows streaked into the spot where they had been.
Leitos bounded to his feet, and tore off through a hall littered with old furnishings and fleeing rats. The Yatoans came at his heels.
Beyond the hall waited a corridor lined with staggered doors, the walls hung with tapestries fouled by coats of greenish mold. Wild cries and curses from outside the building drove them from the corridor into another hall. Leitos made for a set of double doors twice the size as those they had crashed through. Ulmek had said he would give them a twenty count to get through, and while Leitos had not bothered keeping count, he knew they had plenty of—
The doors burst inward with such force that they flew off their hinges, and crashed to the floor. Backlit by the golden dawn, two hulking shapes with horned heads rushed through the doorway, their guttural howls shaking the air.
Leitos and Robis dodged to one side, both colliding with a stack of benches. The other Yatoans changed course too late.
Desperately trying to untangle himself from the heap of shattered wood and stinking fabric, Leitos gave a warning shout, as the first Alon’mahk’lar swung a spiked cudgel the size of a small tree. The weapon found its mark, and the Yatoan fell, his skull broken. The second Yatoan collapsed with a drawn-out scream, as the other Alon’mahk’lar raked its talons across his chest and belly.
For all his earlier fearfulness, Robis proved his deeper courage by flinging Leitos aside, and attacking. His sword hacked and slashed with no great skill, but with an immense, desperate strength.
Leitos reached for an arrow, only to discover that his fall had snapped the bow in his hand. He flung it aside, and in the same motion drew his sword and dagger. He stalked forward, looking for an opening.
Robis chopped his blade against the first Alon’mahk’lar’s bloody cudgel, sending chips of wood flying from the haft. He swung again, and the Alon’mahk’lar answered the attack with its own. When the two weapons met, Robis’s blade shattered. The youth fell back, hands clutched to his belly.
Before the demon could finish its deadly work, Leitos’s arm flashed, and his dagger sank into the creature’s throat. As the Alon’mahk’lar stumbled backward, blood boiled from the wound and flowed over its chest. In an effort to pull the dagger free, the demon-born savaged its own flesh with its talons. It tripped and crashed to the floor, kicking and clawing.
Leitos spun to face the next Alon’mahk’lar, barely in time to deflect its great sword. Even that glancing blow rocked Leitos to his heels, left his arms and shoulders numb. He staggered, trying to bring up his blade, but instead the hilt fell from his tingling fingers.
With a deafening roar, the Alon’mahk’lar lunged, sword falling. Leitos threw himself into a forward roll. The demon-born’s blade slammed against the floor, spraying a shower of sparks and broken tiles. Moving with terrible agility, the Alon’mahk’lar wheeled and came after Leitos before he could get to his feet, leaving him to scramble on all fours.
The demon-born’s sword fell again, and just missed cleaving Leitos’s spine. Another stroke clipped the sole of his boot, and sent him tumbling across the floor. He collided with one thick leg of a massive table, twisted himself around, and dove headlong underneath it.
The falling sword disintegrated a section of the tabletop. Torn nearly in half, the table collapsed, pinning Leitos. Fighting for breath, he struggled to get free of the tremendous weight. The Alon’mahk’lar laughed, and eased around for a killing blow.
From the corner of his eye, Leitos watched the demon’s sword sweep upward, and then pause before its lethal descent.
In that moment of hesitation Leitos imagined his father, and Belina, and what remained of the Brothers, all standing over his mutilated corpse. In his mind they did not wear expressions of grief or anger, but looked on him with blank eyes and smooth faces, as if they, too, were dead.
“No!” he cried, throwing up a hand between him and the Alon’mahk’lar. The demon-born unexpectedly staggered back. Its glittery eyes swelled wide in the shadow cast by the cliff of its brow. The creature caught itself, shook its head, and abruptly laughed again, its terrible voice watering Leitos’s eyes.
Robis abruptly landed on the demon-born’s back. He caught hold of a horn in one hand, and used the other to rake his dagger across the Alon’mahk’lar’s neck, the keen blade passing through its hide to grate over bone. The Alon’mahk’lar’s laughter became a bubbling gurgle, as a torrent of blood poured from the wound. The sword fell from its spasming fingers, and the demon-born pitched over with Robis still sawing away, and smashed through a pile of chairs.
Robis rolled to his feet, and ran to heave the shattered table over on its side. Gasping, he gave Leitos a hand up. Instead of letting him go, Robis dragged him close and rasped into his ear, “She is not for you, outlander.”
Dazed by the skirmish, still trying to catch his breath, hurting head to toe, Leitos could only stare in bewilderment at the big youth.
“Belina,” Robis clarified. “She is not yours.”
Leitos jerked free and took a cautious step away, remembering how easily Belina had persuaded Robis into clearing out the Yatoan camp in order to free him. Now he understood she had used his love for her against him.
“Belina will decide in her own time, and in her own way, to whom she will give herself.” Leitos had no worry that she would chose him, nor would he want her to. He had loved her sister, the woman he had killed. Once he revealed that to Belina—as he must do, at some point—he could not expect forgiveness.
“We’ll see, outlander,” Robis said, shoving Leitos away.
Trusting that Robis would not stab him in the back, Leitos caught up his sword. Next he moved to the first Alon’mahk’lar, plucked his dagger free of its throat, and wiped the blade clean on the demon-born’s studded leather kilt. The last thing he did was to take a bow and quiver off one of the dead Yatoans. When he straightened, he realized the yelling back the way they had come had gone silent.
“Come on,” Leitos ordered, glancing sidelong at Robis. “If we do not hurry, we will end up fighting alone, until we are both dead.”
Where nothing else might have, those words gave Robis a violent start, and brought him around to what really mattered. Surviving.




Chapter 36
 
 
After Leitos and the Yatoans began their diversion, Ulmek led the others into an alley. Before they reached the end, a hulking man stepped into view. Behind him came others, a handful, all dressed as Brothers of the Crimson Shield, snug robes the color of sand and dust. Some carried scimitars, others straight-bladed or curved swords; others held daggers fashioned like long spikes.
Ulmek stepped smoothly into a guarded stance, his sword held before him. “Halan … it is good to see you, old friend.”
“He is a friend no more,” Adham warned, standing abreast Ulmek. “None of them are. Look at their eyes.”
In the shade cloaking the alley, the Brothers’ eyes glinted silver.
“I had hoped you were wrong,” Ulmek said with quiet regret.
“Behind us!” came an alarmed shout.
Belina spun to find that way blocked by horned Alon’mahk’lar. They advanced, fearless and cruel, their guttural murmurs rumbling within the tight space. They bore massive cudgels with spiked heads, huge and crudely forged swords, axes and mauls.
“Where is your son, Izutarian?” a possessed Brother asked in a croaking voice that made Belina’s skin creep.
Adham faced the demon-infested men with a brittle smirk. “You sound sick, Ke’uld. Perhaps you should lie down and rest?”
Ke’uld stared at Adham with eyes as blank as a dead man’s. All the demon-possessed wore the same expressions. Yet, besides the flashes of dull silver, there was life in those eyes, an unholy life escaped from the deepest reaches of the Thousand Hells. Hunger and hate radiated from their stares.
“Slaughter them all,” Ke’uld grated. “Spare only the Izutarian. The reward for his blood will be great.”
Belina fired an arrow without thought, and it glanced off the man’s chest, as if striking stone. For a moment everyone, human and demon alike, stood stock-still.
“The flesh of some demons are near invincible to mortal arms,” Adham cautioned. “We cannot know which can withstand us, until it is too late.”
“Then we fight those we know can and will die,” Ulmek growled. Without warning, he whirled and charged the Alon’mahk’lar. Damoc joined him, then Adham and Belina, Nola and Sumahn, then all the rest.
In heartbeats, enraged howls filled the alley, joined by the reverberating clamor of steel meeting steel.
Under it all was another sound—one Belina would never forget, if she survived the hour—the sound of the dead striking the ground.




Chapter 37
 
 
“Do you know where you are going?” Robis called.
After running a little farther, Leitos halted. He cocked his head, and took a few deep breaths to quiet the blood rushing in his ears. “Do you hear that?”
Robis mimicked his posture. “What do you—”
Leitos cut him off with a sharp gesture, and he slowly turned his head, listening. As his heartbeat smoothed, he heard it again. Shouting. A moment later, those shouts became a din of hellish screams.
He was sprinting before he registered the racket of steel beating against steel. Behind him Robis protested, but Leitos kept on. There was only one reason this day for fighting in the black city of Armala.
Down one wide street and up another he ran, each step faster than the last, his pace dictated by the nearing clamor of hard-fought battle. Inhuman roars told him the foes he would find, before he skidded around a corner.
Alon’mahk’lar, five or six at the least, stood bunched together at the end of an alley. The muscles of their immense backs knotted, as they fought against a hidden foe. Whomever the Sons of the Fallen counted as enemies, Leitos counted as friends.
Just as Robis caught up, Leitos loosed an arrow into the base of a demon-born’s skull. The creature straightened as if poleaxed, made a half turn, and fell into one of its companions. With a throaty growl, the second Alon’mahk’lar tripped and went down under the first creature’s weight.
Before any others could react, Leitos quickly sent two more arrows into the throng. One more Alon’mahk’lar fell, but the other jerked the offending shaft from its shoulder with a deafening roar. The rest turned to face the new threat.
“A little help?” Leitos said to Robis, drawing the fletching of another arrow to his cheek.
Whatever Robis said was lost to the sharp twang of the bowstring slipping off Leitos’s fingertips. The shaft buried itself in the eye of the Alon’mahk’lar still clutching the arrow it had yanked from its shoulder.
Before the creature toppled, the remaining demon-born charged. In their wake, scattered across the breadth of the alley, Leitos saw men and women, sprawled in death. Yatoans.
Robis made a strangled sound at the approach of the demon-born. Leitos did not bother looking at him. The bow dropped from his fingers in favor of grasping his sword and dagger. Bracing his feet, he made ready.
“Jump clear before they reach us,” he warned sharply, “or they will trample us under.”
He had no chance to notice if Robis understood, before the Alon’mahk’lar fell on them, cudgels and swords and axes whipping the air where he had just been. Leitos tumbled over the paving stones, and hastily bounded to his feet. He swung his sword backhand at a flashing blur, felt the steel bite hard and deep, then he was rolling clear once more.
Catlike, Leitos sprang up, and raked his sword across the Alon’mahk’lar’s blunt snout. Howling, the creature flung back its horned head. Scarlet droplets fell like a hot rain upon Leitos’s face. He swiped an arm across his eyes to clear them. The effort was wasted.
Vision gone red, he tracked his foe’s movement. The bulky shape charged, and he threw himself out of reach. The demon-born closed again, growling. An instant later, Leitos heard a rush of wind. He ducked, just avoiding a spiked cudgel aimed to tear off his head. The Alon’mahk’lar swung again. Leitos leaped back, sucking in his belly. The beast pressed the attack, and this time Leitos’s evasion failed. A spike clawed into his scalp, and threw him. Leitos flayed at the air in a bid to right himself, but landed in a jumble.
He lay gulping air. A ringing buzz filled his ears, muting the tumult of battle. He felt the thudding tread of the closing demon-born in the paving stones beneath him. Writhing like a slug, Leitos rolled to his side. Imagining that cudgel falling against his skull, he heaved himself up and staggered away, slashing his sword to keep the Alon’mahk’lar at bay.
Stinging tears had cleansed most of the blood from his eyes, and the demon-born’s triumphant gaze battered Leitos’s confidence. He was weak, and his limbs refused to work right. The Alon’mahk’lar advanced, unscathed, save for the slash across its snout.
The demon-born rushed in, face contorted, teeth bared. Lurching drunkenly, Leitos ducked under the beast’s swing, and ripped the tip of his dagger across the Alon’mahk’lar’s belly. His sword followed that raw scarlet line, plowing a deadly furrow that instantly sprouted a crop of coiled innards.
Leitos spun past the Alon’mahk’lar, hamstrung it, and then chopped his blade into the back of the creature’s neck. The blow was weak, but the sword was sharp, his aim true. Silent and stiff, the demon-born fell limply to the ground.
Before Leitos could savor his victory a voice, worse than even the heart-stilling tongue of the Alon’mahk’lar, filled the air. “Take the Izutarians!”
Leitos turned sharply, taking in a tableau of butchery. All the demon-born were down, hacked to pieces by the few remaining Yatoans. Adham and Belina stood over a twitching Alon’mahk’lar a little way off; Nola and Sumahn, pressed back to back, held their swords at the ready; Damoc, his face bloodied by a cut running from his temple to his nose, was down on one knee, with Daris hovering protectively over him. Despite one arm hanging lifelessly at his side, and blood dripping off his fingertips, Robis went to Damoc, and helped him stand.
Ulmek strode purposefully toward the alley, and the gathering of Brothers. Even had their eyes not flashed silver, Leitos would have known they were his brethren no more.
Ke’uld and Halan hesitated only a moment before advancing to meet Ulmek, while the rest of the Brothers spread out in an expanding crescent at their backs. They noted Ulmek’s approach with disdainful glances, but ever their eyes rolled toward Leitos and Adham, their desire to take captive one of the last of the Valera line palpable.
Every part of his being told Leitos to flee. But Ulmek was his leader now, and Ulmek showed nothing of taking flight. They would either survive together by steel and blood, or they would die together.
“For the Crimson Shield!” Leitos shouted abruptly. He raised his sword and dagger, and charged.




Chapter 38
 
 
“Give the command, Fauthian,” urged the Kelren shipmaster. The grotesque brands covering his shaven skull flushed in anger at Adu’lin’s reluctance to let his band join the fight. “The Alon’mahk’lar are down. Why do you wait?”
When the time comes for you to enter the fray, Adu’lin thought, having already decided the fate of the sea-wolves, you will not be so eager. Neither did he waste a moment acknowledging the bow-legged brute at his side, or any of the Kelrens waiting on the flat rooftop at his back. Ever had they been unthinking weapons, crude and loathsome, barely worth keeping alive.
The Faceless One’s reliance upon them and other humans had always troubled Adu’lin. He understood the reasoning behind his master’s strategy of using humans to rule over humankind, but did not agree with it. Of late, the making of kings and courts made less sense than ever, for even if they desired it, there were not enough humankind left in the world to mount a resistance against the Faceless One. Better to destroy the last of them, and be done with the age of men.
Of course, that could not come about either, for the Faceless One had chosen to keep the race alive, at least for a time. Some few of them, like the Yatoans, carried within their bloodlines the ability to resist Mahk’lar. And where humans could never hope to rise against the Faceless One, there were those of the Fallen who had turned against their rightful master, and were using humans and other creatures in the building of secret armies, all across the face of the world. To counter those forces, the Faceless One sought the blood of those humans imbued with the Powers of Creation, in order to make stones of protection for his own armies. Since the Upheaval, Adu’lin concluded, the tiny remnant of humankind had become more of a problem than they ever were before.
A smug grin touched his lips, though, as he counted the few remaining Yatoans and Brothers of the Crimson Shield. At least some of them would face his judgment. They had crushed his Alon’mahk’lar, true, but they had paid a dear cost to do so. Now they faced a wholly different foe, and their chances had markedly declined.
“What are you waiting for?” the shipmaster demanded again, his fingers throttling the short haft of a double-bladed axe. “Are you afraid?”
Adu’lin’s lips pressed into a bloodless line and he closed his eyes, struggling not to rip away the slaver’s life. Had he that option with the Yatoans, that of harvesting the energies of life from the spawn of his own ancestors—Adu’lin shied from this thought, not relishing the idea that he too, at one time, had been human—he would not have been forced to tolerate the sea-wolf and his lice-ridden crew. But there was nothing for it. For now, circumstances required that he rely on these base creatures—
The shipmaster caught his arm. “Damn your skin, answer me!”
Adu’lin shuddered, as he fought for control … and failed.
He turned sharply, reaching as if to close his hand over the man’s face. He stopped short, with only a bare inch separating them. The shipmaster tried to flinch back, but invisible bonds held him fast. Adu’lin’s fingers curled and flexed, as he began to collect the threads of life spreading from the man in a gossamer shroud. The ability was unique to him among the Fauthians, a rare and precious gift bestowed upon him by the Faceless One, long ago.
As living power filled him, the vibrancy of the world’s colors vanished to his sight, becoming shades of black and gray, overlaid with webs of glowing silver. He embraced that radiance, drew it into himself. The sea-wolves staggered with sudden weakness, their bodies robbed of strength that poured into Adu’lin.
“Demand nothing of me,” Adu’lin said.
“I … I.… Forgive me, I beg,” the Kelren stammered, choking on his tongue.
Expressionless, Adu’lin curled his fingers. By fractions, the shipmaster’s skull began cracking. By the time Adu’lin’s hand became a fist, the bloodied sea-wolf was no longer recognizable. A few shattered teeth dribbled over his quivering lips. Still he tried to plead … until he made no more sounds at all.
Adu’lin unclenched his fingers and took a precise step back, allowing the shipmaster to fall on his mutilated face. Enlivened as he was by the flood of life filling his veins, Adu’lin dispersed it back into the sea-wolves.
To a man, they gasped in relief, and knelt before him. None looked to their fallen leader. They did not look anywhere, save at their bent knees.
“You march at my command,” Adu’lin told them. “Not before, and not at your choosing. Are we in agreement?”
The sea-wolves nodded in answer, but as with the shipmaster, it was their hands Adu’lin watched, the way their knuckles grew white as they gripped their weapons. At the first chance, they would seek to destroy him. He had always known the Kelrens were untrustworthy, loyal only to themselves. That had never been so true as now. That made his abrupt decision all the easier.
Adu’lin glanced at the gathering darkness behind the men, summoned by his commanding thought. His next silent order to the coalescing Mahk’lar left no room for misunderstanding. Take them.
As the wall of darkness separated into unspeakable shapes, Adu’lin turned back to the low wall encircling the rooftop. He heard the sea-wolves shifting in preparation to assault him, like the cowardly rats that they were.
“Very good,” he announced, as if he had no inkling of their intentions.
The sounds of possession came swiftly. A few startled shouts, grunts of surprise, and the ineffectual whooshes of swords hacking through demonic spirits. Next came fearful whimpers, shrieks, screams, and the running of feet, before the spectral host slipped into living flesh and gained control.
Then silence.
“Join me,” Adu’lin invited, after the flurry of resistance ended.
His smile widened when the youngest of the Valara line suddenly cried his defiance in the distance. The Fauthian leader laughed aloud when Leitos ran to face the foes from which he should have fled. Men were not only fickle, they were stupid.




Chapter 39
 
 
Ulmek dragged Leitos to a stop before he could rush past. “This is not a fight for steel,” he said, voice pitched low.
At their backs, the few remaining Yatoans had taken up Leitos’s battle cry, and the sound of their running feet told that they would pass by in heartbeats.
“Hold!” Ulmek shouted over his shoulder, his command slowing but not halting the Yatoans.
Unsure what to expect, Leitos watched Halan and Ke’uld stride closer. Neither mercy nor fear nor doubt shone in their dead eyes.
Leitos’s sword and dagger wavered. “How do we defeat them?”
In answer, Ulmek drew off his haversack and hurled it at those who had once been men. The sheer unexpectedness of his actions drew the Yatoans up short, and gave pause to Ke’uld, Halan, and the rest of the Brothers. In the sudden relative quiet, the muffled crunch of pottery breaking within the haversack was loud. The demon-wrought Brothers jerked at that sound, the memories of the men they had possessed as real to them as their own. Understanding dawned and Leitos cringed back, shielding his face.
Silence held.
Halan glanced warily at the rumpled haversack, and a mocking sneer flitted over Ke’uld’s face. “It seems the God of All has at long last chosen to favor the firstborn of this world—”
Faster than thought, the haversack swelled into a bloated sphere, shafts of cruel purple-black light lancing from rupturing seams. The radiance expanded, disintegrating the haversack, becoming a blinding indigo flash of tremendous heat and pressure that knocked Leitos off his feet. Roiling fire engulfed the possessed Brothers. The agonized screams that followed came not from the throats of men, but from demons made flesh … flesh that perished as all flesh did, when steeped in the purifying heat of the Nectar of Judgment.
Ke’uld alone burst through the flames, scattering everyone. Charred meat rained down from his body, but still the Nectar of Judgment burned, freeing a horror that had made itself into a being of living flesh while locked inside Ke’uld. In three strides, it had grown twice the height of a man.
A Yatoan ring formed around the whirling demon, intent on not letting it escape, but wary of the creature’s dozen lashing arms. One of those limbs flashed near Leitos, and he met it with his dagger, hacking off a trio of bony fingers tipped with scythe-like claws. Intense heat stiffened those ghastly fingers, blackened them. The demon fared no better. It faltered and collapsed with a breathless howl, its body of interlocking plates shattering like crystal upon the paving stones.
“What did you do?” Leitos asked, staring at the smoking remains.
“Daris thought it up,” Sumahn answered. “You place a wax-sealed vial of water into a jar filled with the Nectar of Judgment, throw it where you need fire, and…” Instead of finishing, he swept a hand over the blackened carnage. “On Witch’s Mole, we did the same thing against the Kelrens and their changeling wolves.”
The Yatoans cried their approval, but Ulmek cut them off with a gesture. “The day is not won yet. We must still find and destroy Adu’lin, and any who stand with him.”
“Once he knows that we have crushed the largest part of his forces,” Damoc advised, “he will flee.”
“And we will follow,” Ulmek said. “There can be no rest until he is dead.”
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Adu’lin stared at the distant scene with a shock so deep he forgot to breathe. The demon-filled Brothers were supposed to have destroyed Damoc’s clan. There were other clans spread across the islands, but upon learning of Damoc’s death, they would have fled as far and fast as their boats would take them. In time, Adu’lin would have sent his Kelrens coursing after them, and they would have returned with holds filled with breeding stock.
Adu’lin had laid his plans carefully, never doubting success. Yet now, the most powerful of his forces lay in ashes. How can this be?
The intense eruption of strange fire lingered behind his eyes. He had never seen the like, and he feared what else he did not know. Who were these Brothers of the Crimson Shield, that they could conceive such deadly weaponry? Was it some power forgotten long years, something from before the Upheaval?
Another thought overrode all the others, and infused him with dread. Do they have the means to destroy the Faceless One?
It seemed inconceivable, impossible … but what if it were true, what if the Faceless One was not invulnerable, as all his loyal subjects believed?
Adu’lin backed into the midst of the newly possessed Kelrens, and looked around at their faces with far less confidence than he had ever felt. For the most part, many hours must pass before the demonic spirits within their shells of human skin could fully reform themselves into living flesh.
But he did not have hours.
The Yatoans and the few Brothers who were still human would come for him. Doubtless, they already plotted his capture … or even his death, for what reason did they have to keep him alive?
Adu’lin’s gaze rose above the city, to the mountains beyond the city wall. If he had any hope, it waited within the Throat of Balaam. The Faceless One will protect me, he thought, refusing to heed the doubts of his master’s supremacy.
“Go,” Adu’lin commanded the sea-wolves. “Destroy them.” He meant to project an air of strength, but the words came out as a whisper. Despite that, his newest creations obeyed.
Moments later, they burst from the building and spread out upon the street, racing toward their foes.
Adu’lin did not linger. He took the stairs down to the street, fled to the city wall by way of quiet alleys, and abandoned Armala. Never slowing to catch his breath, he made for his last refuge, and the birthplace of his transformation. Every step of the way his fear grew, reducing him to that which he loathed most in the world: A frightened man.




Chapter 41
 
Leitos and the rest of the company whirled at the shouts of the Kelrens charging up the street. The slavers looked much the same as they had when they attacked Witch’s Mole, swarthy skin branded head to foot, loose breeches fluttering with each step, weapons waving above their heads like a steel hedge.
But they were not the same.
Their flat expressions told him that, even if he could not see the dull, silvery glints of their demon-possessed eyes in the light of day.
Sumahn and Daris, along with the Yatoans armed with bows, began firing arrows, thinning the enemy ranks, but not slowing them a whit.
“We cannot fight so many,” Damoc called.
Adham squinted. “I do not see Adu’lin among them.”
“Nor do I,” Ulmek agreed, cutting his eyes toward the elder. “You said he would flee. Where?”
Damoc thought but a moment, and in that time the Kelrens had halved the distance. In heartbeats, they would be upon them. “He will go to his master. There is nowhere else he can find safety.”
“Then we will follow him, and destroy the Throat of Balaam.”
“What of the wounded?”
Ulmek took in the downed Yatoans. “Gather them, and follow me.”
While a handful of Yatoans kept up a steady barrage of arrows, the others hoisted the worst of the wounded onto their shoulders, and aided the rest in trailing Ulmek.
The Yatoan archers came behind, slowing the Kelrens with coordinated volleys. In that way, the withdrawing company moved toward the southern edge of Armala, while at the same time forcing the demon-possessed sea-wolves to rethink their brazen attack.
At each turn, Ulmek gauged the pursuit of the enemy, until finally gaining enough ground to lose sight of them. After ducking down another alley, he bustled everyone into a building overgrown with climbing vines and thick moss.
Almost before Leitos could pull the last hobbling Yatoan into the musty gloom, Ulmek pressed the door shut, then barred it with a timber near to hand. If it came to it, neither the door nor the wooden bar, both rotted, would thwart the sea-wolves for long. Knowing that silence was their best defense, all remained quiet.
Ulmek joined Damoc at a shuttered window, and peered through a crack in the wood planks. “They missed us,” he said in a satisfied voice.
“Your trick will not fool them long,” Damoc said, facing his people.
Most of slumped against walls, or were stretched out on the floor. In the darkness, it was hard to judge their wounds, but Leitos could smell blood, and hear the labored breathing of those in severe pain.
“My brothers and I will give them a trail to follow,” Ulmek promised. “That will keep you safe.”
“What of Adu’lin?” Leitos asked.
Ulmek gave him a hard smile. “The trail we leave will, by necessity, lead to Adu’lin and the Throat of Balaam.”
Belina stepped forward, showing that she meant to join them. Nola moved beside her, just as resolute.
Ulmek studied them. “You will remain behind to protect your people. If this is the day of destruction for the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, then we will make it a day for songs of remembrance. It will be up to you to sing those songs.”
“My daughters and I will join you,” Damoc said firmly.
“You will remain with your people,” Ulmek insisted.
Damoc shook his head. “I will not allow another to bring justice upon Adu’lin, or to destroy the Throat.”
Ulmek seemed about to protest, then shrugged. “So be it.”
They divided the limited weaponry amongst the two bands. Those who would pursue Adu’lin each carried a dagger, sword, bow, and a quiver with a dozen arrows. Afterward, Damoc instructed his people to wait until dark before leaving the city.
“Fauthian archers may still lie in wait,” he warned. “Avoid them if you can. Destroy them if you must.”
Grim nods met his words.
Leitos sensed among the Yatoans an air of grieving, as if they knew in their hearts that the two bands would never see each other again. He silently promised them that the end they feared would not come. But in the still of his mind, he knew that promise was a frail hope.
“Come,” Ulmek said, leading his band through the crumbling building and out a rear door. “They Kelrens may have discovered by now that they no longer follow us,” he advised. “If so, they will have spread out to search. If we are not careful, they may surround us before we can escape.”
“And if they do?” Nola asked, the strain beginning to crack some of her fierce confidence.
“We fight free, and then make for the wall,” Ulmek said. He set off, sword in hand, casting about for any sign of ambush.
Adham shot Leitos a sidelong look. “Until our last breath, and our last drop of blood.” Leitos nodded, and his father added, “For the sake of gods good and wise, be careful, my son.” Before Leitos could answer, Adham ran after Ulmek.
Leitos made to follow, but Belina turned him with a touch. “Heed him,” she admonished. Not waiting for his reply she, Nola, and Damoc, raced after Adham and Ulmek.
“If she has anything to do with it,” Daris quipped, “I foresee children in your future.”
Leitos’s face reddened at the thought, and he spun away to chase after the others. Sumahn and Daris, chuckling amongst themselves, took up the rear.
The small company made it all the way to the wall without seeing the sea-wolves, or any lingering Fauthian archers. The ramparts were empty, and the broad gates stood closed and barred. A postern, set in one gate, hung ajar, creaking in the breeze.
“We were to draw our enemies away from the city,” Damoc reminded everyone. “Having failed that, we must attract their attention—”
Sudden shouts cut him off.
Leitos looked back the way they had come, as a Kelren foursome sprinted up the street, sounding the chase with urgent cries. More demon-possessed sea-wolves joined them, spilling from buildings and alleys and cross streets.
“I think that accounts for all of them,” Ulmek said dryly. “Come. We must keep them after us, but we cannot allow them to get too close.”
They squeezed one at a time through the postern. Daris, the last through, slammed the narrow door and jammed a rock under the bottom edge to wedge it shut. “Won’t hold but a moment,” he laughed crazily. “Run!”




Chapter 42
 
 
By the time they climbed the mountain and reached the glowing entrance to the Throat of Balaam, even Sumahn and Daris had abandoned their banter in favor of filling their lungs with enough breath to keep the blistering pace through the stifling green forest. Far behind them, the possessed Kelrens crashed heedlessly through the forest, bawling obscenities in a demonic tongue.
Damoc dropped to one knee, and his daughters joined his side. “A moment,” the elder gasped.
Leitos moved between Sumahn and Daris to watch their back trail. The sea-wolves had come closer, but were still lost to sight.
“There is no time for rest,” Ulmek warned, his granite features sheened with sweat. “You must take cover, while my Brothers and I go after Adu’lin. Once the sea-wolves follow, seal us all in.”
Sumahn traded glances with Daris, then peered hard at Ulmek. “Are you mad?”
Ulmek threw up his hands in exasperation. “That we have lived so long has been a gift. We will repay that gift with our lives, here, this day. In doing so, we grant the Yatoans a chance, slim as it may be, to build again the lives stolen from them. For those who come with me into the Faceless One’s lair, this is our last fight.”
“I did not come here to die,” Leitos said. “Nor did I come for Adu’lin, but to defeat the Faceless One.”
Belina gave him a stricken look, but for once did not say a word about him needing to stay alive for the fate of the world.
Ulmek smiled wanly. “Then you are a fool, little brother. A brave fool, but a fool nonetheless.” He took a deep breath and stood tall. “Be that as it may, I am honored to have you at my side. The rest of you must—”
“Where my son goes, I go,” Adham interrupted. The look in his eye brooked no argument.
“Very well,” Ulmek allowed, and glance back to Damoc. “You can seal the Throat, yes?”
Damoc stood with Nola’s help. “I cannot seal the Throat of Balaam with you in it, not unless there is no chance that you will return. Give the rest of us your arrows,” he said, eyes running over Sumahn and Daris, Belina and Nola. “My daughters and I will lead the sea-wolves into the Throat after you, thinning their ranks as we go. Sumahn and Daris will wait until they are sure the last of them have entered, and attack from the rear. Between us, we will crush them.”
“This is a dangerous game you play,” Ulmek said, having to raise his voice over the shouts of the closing Kelrens. “Even the smallest failure will mean the Throat of Balaam remains open, and your people will have gained nothing for your loss.”
“Such is the price we all accepted when we vowed to break the hold of the Fauthians,” Damoc said. “Besides, even if we fail, there are those among my people who will destroy the Throat—without Adu’lin and his forces to hinder them, theirs will be an easier task than ours.”
There was nothing left to say after that.
With a sense of unreality, Leitos handed over his arrows without looking at anyone, especially Belina. In his mind, he was already racing headlong through the blue radiance, on his way to meet the Faceless One. How he would strike down the Bane of Creation from his obsidian throne was a matter for which he had no plan.
“Are you ready?” Ulmek asked intently, and Leitos realized it was not the first time he had spoken.
With that same sense of apartness, he nodded. Ulmek did not bother questioning Adham, who had strode deeper into the brightness of the corridor.
Without a word of farewell or a backward glance, the trio set out at a trot, passing under the grim face carved into the cliff above the archway.
As before, Leitos could not gauge how far they had traveled by any landmark, only by the length of time. Ulmek and Adham stayed at his side, keeping their thoughts trapped behind tight lips.
Sooner than he expected, they came to a part of the corridor that was brighter, blindingly so.
“We are near the veil,” Leitos said, his tongue as dry as a bit of old leather. They gave him curious looks, but kept silent. Leitos wondered if they felt the same oddness of being that he did.
Soon after, they halted before the barrier of solid light. When before he had come to the veil, it had looked a curtain of made from frosty mist. Now it roiled like blue-white vapor, as if it possessed a mind, and was aware of those who had come to destroy its maker.
“We must pass through,” Leitos said, suddenly uneasy. Beyond this point, a tyrannical entity sat upon a ebon throne, the Faceless One, who wielded the powers of fallen gods, and who had ruled the world with iron control for near on two hundred years. Who am I to face such power?
Instead of finding an answer for that question, Leitos’s mind went blank, and his feet carried him through the veil.
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They came in a braying rush, the corridor wide enough for four men to run abreast.
Belina took an involuntary step backward, caught herself, and drew the fletching of an arrow to her cheek. The bowstring rolled off her fingertips. The string snapped, speeding the shaft into the teeming horde of once-men. Where that arrow went, or if it struck true, she could not tell. She did not wait to find out, before firing another arrow, and another.
To either side, her father and sister mirrored her actions. Arrow after arrow flashed into their foes. A Kelren stumbled and went down. Those at his back trampled him without pause.
More arrows flew. More sea-wolves fell. But as a whole, the attackers closed swiftly. After another volley brought down two more Kelrens, Damoc raised his voice above that of the bellowing slavers. “Fall back!”
They wheeled and ran deeper into the harsh blue light of the Throat of Balaam.
After a hundred paces, Damoc ordered a halt, and he and his daughters whirled. The Kelrens had narrowed the distance. More arrows thinned their numbers, but not enough. There was no telling if Sumahn and Daris were faring any better behind the sea-wolves.
As Belina’s fingers darted for another feathered shaft, she hazarded a quick glance at the quiver hanging at her hip. It was already woefully bare. At best, it held a dozen arrows.
She fired and reached for another shaft, praying not for herself, but for Leitos. He was the world’s hope. Her visions had told her so since the first. He was the world’s hope, and she was his shield. Unless it had all been a lie, a cruel fancy born of her imagination….
They are too close!
She nocked another arrow, drew, fired at a sea-wolf’s nose. The arrowhead struck lower, smashing through his bared teeth. She reached for another arrow, her movements jerky with panic, and then the Kelrens were on them, swords flashing. They howled with the throats of neither men nor wolves, but creatures loosed from the Thousand Hells. All they sought was the blood of the living.
Nola leaped back with a pained shriek, blood splashed across her face, her eyes wide with horror. A fist, wrapped hard around a sword hilt, crashed into Belina’s temple. She tumbled backward, and landed on her rump. Dazed, fumbling for her sword, she heard Damoc bellow. Heedless of the danger, he jumped between his daughters and the horde, slamming his bow into one monstrous face after another.
Then Sumahn and Daris were there, slashing through the Kelrens. Where they walked, death followed.
But there were so many foes.
Belina struggled to her feet, head spinning. She swung her blade, chopping off a reaching hand. More groping fingers sought her, the tips of swords and daggers stabbed and slashed all around. Inhuman faces leered, pressed forward.
So many.
Too many.
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The veil wrapped around him as it had before, caressing him, pressing in like jellied ice. And as before, his skin tingled. But this time, whatever protected him from the strange, prickling pressure building inside him shattered like an eggshell, allowing that cold ooze to pour into his muscles. It sank deep, past his bones, until filling his marrow. Fire and frost warred for dominance within him, and Leitos’s mouth stretched around a scream—
He fell through the barrier, his knees striking the floor of the Faceless One’s domain. Shaken but still upright, Adham and Ulmek stepped through, then rushed to help Leitos up.
“What is this place?” Ulmek breathed, the hollows of his face ghastly against bleached white skin.
Leitos hastily dragged his gaze from Ulmek. The man’s ghostly appearance stirred the hair on the nape of his neck.
“It is the enemy’s throne room.” Leitos’s voice sounded strange to his ears, heavier, thicker. Groggy, his bones feeling cracked by the icy cold filling them, he looked across the lightless plane. Gone were the lurid flames of before. In their place, shadows danced. But of his enemy, Leitos found him seated upon his obsidian throne.
“We should not have come here,” Ulmek said, all strength gone from his voice. Fear and dismay swept through the trio like a windborne sickness. All three retreated a step back the way they had come, then another step.
Leitos was first to gather himself. He caught hold of Adham and Ulmek. “We cannot turn back.” The peculiar timbre to his voice sank into the ears of his companions, and they turned toward him.
“Gods good and wise,” Adham blurted, lurching away. Ulmek jerked back as well, his sword waving uncertainly between him and Leitos.
When Leitos looked at them, his breath caught in his throat. Both were pale as specters, not just Ulmek. Gossamer strands of light rose from their skin, making undulating auras. The Faceless One had known they were coming, and had laid a trap of some sort. “What’s happened to you?”
“Us?” Adham and Ulmek said as one.
“Not us, my son,” Adham said, sounding near to tears, “but you. You alone.”
Laughter rolled like thunder across the gulf between them and the Faceless One.
The icy sludge within Leitos came alive at that voice, poured through his veins, gathered at the center of his being, compressing into a knot harder than steel. It fought to reach its master, threatening to take him along. He resisted the pull, but then he was shambling across the lightless plane toward the Faceless One.
Adham wrapped his arms around Leitos, trying to hold him back. “Help me!” he cried to Ulmek.
The Brother hesitated, shaking his head.
“You craven wretch,” Adham shrieked.
That broke Ulmek’s resistance like a hard slap, and together they threw their weight against Leitos, but still he crept forward, their efforts distant to him, insubstantial, the fluttering of a moth’s wings.
The ball of ice in his guts swelled larger, filling him up, pushing beyond him. Adham and Ulmek abruptly staggered back, hands held before them like penitents. Their fear seemed to feed his strength, and he drew it in until they dropped to their knees. Then he was past them, seeking richer fare, a pillar of it, not blue as before, but black as pitch and seemingly miles across. Within that darkness he sensed the weapon he needed … a power he desired above all others.
Each step came quicker than the last, until he was running. Faster he ran, until it seemed as though he soared through a starless night, his hair whipping behind him. The closer he came, the greater his longing grew, until there was nothing else. Fire sprang up where the knot of ice had resided in his middle, burning away the cold in his marrow and veins, filling him more deeply than the ice ever had. In his ears, in his heart and chest, in every limb, storm winds raged.
His hate for the Faceless One surged like floodwaters. When it burst from him, it was as though his skin covered not bones and muscle and sinew, but a red sun, leaving him to shine like a beacon-fire atop a mountain so high that the eyes of all men and every crawling beast could gaze upon it. He was the mountain, he was the storm, and more than all else, he was death.
Lost in the tumult of power, he stretched out his hand, and marked his foe. A crackling stab of lightning struck the Faceless One, cutting off his laughter, and from that impact flared an expanding ring of brilliant azure.
Leitos halted abruptly, eyes pinched to slits. The ring raced toward him across all that darkness, and before its silent assault, he detected a fleeing figure. The light burned brighter, and he recognized Adu’lin, his narrow Fauthian face stretched in terror.
In a single instant, that luminous burst scorched away the man’s flesh and bones, leaving a swirling drift of ashes, then setting even them alight, and reducing them to less than dust.
Leitos trembled, fearing such a fate for himself, his father, and Ulmek. At the same moment, he found his answer to that consuming ring of light, and reached out to the power locked within the Faceless One’s oblivion. Somehow, he drank in the endless night around him, becoming one with the boundless black.
The vast chamber rang like a struck bell. The darkness began to twist and swirl, and poured into him like ink into a vessel. With a thought, he swept a wing of protection over himself and his companions, knowing that shield would withstand all threats.
The chamber began to fade to gray, and then to crumble. From far, far above came the grinding crunch of granite hills smashing together. Fire erupted from rock, molten rivers flowed. Burning pieces rained down, large as houses, palaces, some larger yet. They crashed against the glass-smooth plane, and exploded into dust and smelted ore. Others punched through the surface like fists, leaving rough holes in their wake. Cracks and widening fissures spread outward, releasing living shadows of such hellish forms that Leitos could not bear to look upon them. But where his eyes revolted, his soul devoured their being, taking them into himself, erasing them from existence.
The ring of light continued to widen, roasting all before it. Yet his only thought was to quench his thirst for the surging energies cascading through the decaying chamber. He hungered to take his fill from the purest source of all that darkness, from the Faceless One himself.
As the light bathed him in its immeasurable heat, he fortified his shield, and then reached out, his desire manifesting as a clawed hand passing through the searing radiance, reaching to the Faceless One.
The dark and sustaining pillar of energy abandoned the enemy of humankind, and stretched out to meet Leitos. When they touched, the motion of life ground to a sudden, violent halt. The world Leitos knew, the chamber, all ceased to be.




Chapter 45
 
 
Leitos stood before the obsidian throne, not sure how he had gotten there. The chamber’s destruction had ceased … but that was not quite true. The devastation remained, but frozen. Massive stones had ceased their plummet, and the cracks in the chamber floor no longer spread. All was stationary within a clutching gray mist.
He remembered trying to take the Faceless One’s power, reaching out to catch hold of it. Storms continued to rage inside him, and his veins rushed with dark energies that threatened to unmake him. By his will alone, he withstood those forces.
To one side, Ulmek lay on his back. His unblinking eyes shone with fear, and a dribble of foam flecked his lips. To the other side knelt Adham, hands clasped in his lap like a child taking instruction, his gray eyes locked on the figure upon the throne. Both men resembled wraiths, their skin bleached and haggard.
Leitos slowly looked to the one he had come to destroy. The man slumped in the magnificent obsidian chair, the fingers of one hand idly tracing mysterious shapes engraved in the arms of the throne.
“Show yourself to me,” Leitos commanded.
“You should not have come,” answered the same tired voice he had heard the first time.
Leitos could have offered up innumerable condemnations, hurled curses, made demands, but when he spoke again, he begged the simplest question. “Who are you?”
The man slowly raised his head. Inch by inch, his features came into view. In place of roiling blue fires, a rugged, craggy face peered at him through ropes of lank hair. Stubble bristled his hard jaw. Pale blue eyes, the whites shot through with blood, locked on Leitos, a stare that was at once harsh and unforgiving, yet captivating.
Leitos’s heart seemed to freeze solid inside his chest. While there were differences, he knew well this man’s likeness, for he had seen its legacy written in the bones of his own face.
“Father?” Adham rasped. “How have you come to be here … why—”
“Adham, my son,” Kian Valara said, his face twisting as if another presence lurked under the skin. “I did not expect to find you alive, let alone here. But you cannot stay. Return to Izutar, and warn the others that—”
“No!” Adham was on his feet now, trying to claw his way up the black stone pedestal to reach the throne. “Why are you here … why are you serving the Faceless One?”
Kian’s features writhed, his teeth clamped together in a grimace. By shuddering fractions, he went still. His icy stare began dancing with blue flame. “I serve no one,” he said, a murderous grin pulling his lips tight.
The fires of his eyes began to spread, licking out over his cheekbones, puffing from his nostrils and mouth. More sprang from his skin and clothing. Above him, the black pillar of energy burst once more into existence, and all that had been still, again fell into motion.
Over the thundering roar of destruction, Leitos’s grandfather, the legendary ice-born king who was said to have rallied his people against the Faceless One, declared a different truth. “I am the lord and master of this world. I am the Faceless One.”
Adham scrambled away with an agonized sob, but Leitos stepped closer. Whoever Kian had been, he was no more. He had proclaimed himself the greatest adversary to humankind, and Leitos needed no other reason to attack.
As the blue fires engulfed Kian, Leitos reached out to the black pillar of bound power that gave strength to his foe, and stole it into himself. The pillar withered and paled, like a vine stricken with pestilence.
“No!” cried the Faceless One, leaping down from his seat. Where his feet struck, the plane cracked like rotten ice. A crimson blade came into his hand, and he stalked forward.
At a thought, a rippling sword sprang from Leitos’s fist, its length black and cold, a weapon forged from the souls of the thousand and more Mahk’lar he had taken within himself.
As the Faceless One drew near, Leitos swung his blade. The two weapons clashed with the shriek of damned souls, and swirling sheets of fire erupted between them, driving them apart, forming a barrier. Before those crackling flames burned out, Leitos sought his father.
Adham knelt at Ulmek’s side, attempting to help him to his feet.
“You must flee,” Leitos warned, the resonance of his voice shaking the chamber.
“No,” Adham said, his face twisted with misery. “You are all that I have left in this world.”
A shout jerked Leitos’s head around. The Faceless One’s sword ripped a burning line through the air, and Leitos barely deflected the attack. Again, an impenetrable wall of fire burst between them, and Leitos danced back to stand over his father and Ulmek.
Beyond them, the now pale plane buckled and heaved under the falling ceiling. No safe passage showed itself … and so he made a way, though he did not know how, save that he desired it, and it was so.
One moment the way back was blocked, the next a gleaming passageway of transparent gold led to the distant blue point. Where blocks of molten stone slammed against the arched pathway, they bounced away or shattered.
“Follow it to safety,” Leitos ordered.
Adham shrank away from the power of his voice, but did not heed him. “Not without you!”
“Go, and I will follow. Do not slow or stop, no matter what happens.” As he spoke, he could feel the heat from the clashing of swords diminishing behind him, and knew the Faceless One would attack again at any moment.
Adham wrapped Ulmek’s arm around his neck and hoisted him to his feet. He glanced once more at Leitos, an unsettling awe lighting his eyes, then turned and carried Ulmek into the gleaming passage.
Leitos pivoted to meet the Faceless One’s next assault. Instead of crossing blades with him, Leitos ducked low and lunged, stabbing his black sword at the burning figure’s heart. The Faceless One easily avoided the strike. Leitos flung himself out of reach, then braced his feet.
The Faceless One laughed. “Fight as you will,” he said, “but you do so in vain. Better to attempt the capture of the wind in your hands.”
As he spoke, he changed from a man into a shapeless figure with a hundred arms, each bearing a flaming sword. As Leitos retreated after Adham and Ulmek, those blades twirled, creating whirlwinds of fire. Leitos inched back, and when a sword snaked out, he blocked it and retreated farther.
“Have you lost the will to fight?” the Faceless One mocked. “Has your hatred turned to cowardice?”
With a shout, Leitos lashed out, slashing and stabbing, but his black blade cleaved only empty space where the Faceless One had been. He tried again, but his foe shifted faster than his eye could follow. Tendrils of worry gripped his heart. If he could not even touch this creature when he wanted to, how could he believe a chance existed for victory?
“You have no hope of defeating me,” the Faceless One admonished. “No matter the puny power you have taken for yourself, you are still but a man.”
“And what are you,” Leitos said, resuming his cautious retreat, “if not a man with those same powers?”
Laughter boomed. “I am a god.”
“A god?” Leitos glanced over his shoulder at his father. Ulmek now tottered along at Adham’s side, keeping one hand on his shoulder for support. The Throat waited not far ahead. He turned back. “Kian Valara, my own grandfather, a god? Long years I spent grubbing in the sand and rock of Geldain, all the while listening to tales of your deeds. Only one story my father ever mentioned spoke of a god—in it, you destroyed the one who named himself so. Is it not strange that you now take that mantle for yourself?”
The many-armed figure drew up short. “Prince Varis Kilvar was a petty fool who did not know his proper place. He thought his gift greater than it was, believed he could challenge and rule over all, even the makers of the world. His pride and ambition destroyed him … as will yours.”
“What pride can a former slave have?” Leitos retorted. “I have no wealth, no station, and no desire for either.”
The fiery shape of the Faceless One leaned near in a posture of curiosity. “Then what do you desire?”
Leitos frowned. The voice was still Kian Valara’s, but the tone had changed, a subtle difference—
“Hurry!” Adham cried.
Leitos looked around. His father waved frantically from the threshold of the Throat of Balaam. Ulmek had already stepped through.
“Tell me the longing of your heart,” the Faceless One urged, as Leitos turned back to face him. “Tell me, and I will bless you with those wants. Tell me….”
Leitos’s smile hid the tumult building within him. Powers beyond reckoning surged, an instant from breaking free. It was all he could do to keep his voice from shaking. “In all the world, only your death matters to me.”
He said it so calmly, so quietly, that the Faceless One did not respond. Leitos filled his mind with an image of the obsidian throne, and upon it the Faceless One, and then imprisoned both within a pillar of black—
Where the demon had been, now only what Leitos had pictured stood before him. Muted shrieks filtered through the opaque cage.
But it was not finished. Not yet. Leitos feared that what he had done, all by means outside his understanding, could just as easily be undone. He must erase the Faceless One from Creation. But who do I destroy … the creature, or my grandfather?
His hesitation did not last long. He made his choice and focused on creating a vision of Kian Valara sitting within the pillar. His grandfather, a man he had never met, until now. Despite the worthy deeds of his youth, he must have fallen to the lure of power at some point, and become the betrayer of all the world. And upon him, upon that throne, upon the chamber in which it sat, Leitos unleashed all the dark powers caught inside himself.
In a single, focused blast, the Powers of Creation, those never intended for the hands of men, turned all in its path to dark, smoking glass. At the same instant, Leitos swooned drunkenly, for a moment his mind and body seemingly in two different places—
When his mind caught up to the rest of him, the darkness of the Faceless One’s chamber fell swiftly away, as if a curtain had been torn back from a window that opened on a world of pure white.
Squinting against the sudden glare, Leitos fought to stand against a screaming gale, its breath colder than anything he had ever known, cold enough to turn tears to ice. Wind-driven snow stung his cheeks, pricking his skin like ground glass.
Where am I? The thought filled him with terror. He did not know if what he had done to destroy his enemy had failed. And if he had failed, then the Faceless One, the Bane of Creation, had won.
“No,” he murmured in disbelief, his voice swallowed by the white storm. Louder, a shout of outrage and regret. “NO!”
Then, straight ahead of him, carried on the back of the shrieking wind, he heard a dwindling shout.
He bent his head against the storm and struggled forward, each step sinking to his knees in feathery snow. He avoided thinking about the white cold, about where he was, and about how he had gotten there.
Out of the storm materialized a sprawled shape. A man, facedown, clad in leathers and furs. Beyond him, almost lost amid the shifting white gale, stood a black stone tower of graceless construction.
Of their own volition, Leitos’s feet slowed, and his hand sought his sword. A memory flitted through his mind when he touched the hilt, of how the weapon had looked while in the Faceless One’s throne room, black as the demonic souls of its forging.
But this was not that accursed blade, and the power to forge it had fled him.
He yanked at the hilt of the blade given him by Ba’Sel, and found that ice had welded it into the scabbard. He tried again, but it was no use. It did not matter. He would not need it.
Leitos halted above the still figure, working his cold, stiffening fingers to keep them supple. He kicked the figure onto his back, and found that he was again just a man. Kian Valera.
Leitos stared into the unconscious face of his oppressor, a face so like his own, and thought of Zera’s sisters, Belina with her visions, and of Nola, who looked so much like Zera. He thought of his father and the pain of revelation that must be, even now, crushing his spirit. He thought of Ulmek and Ba’Sel, of Sumahn and Daris, of Halan and Ke’uld, of all his lost brothers and dead Yatoans. And he thought of all the lands and peoples this man before him had crushed under his heel, slaying and enslaving, simply because it was within his power to do so. For those who yet lived, and for those who were not yet born, Leitos passed his silent judgment upon the Bane of Creation.
Teeth bared in a rictus snarl, Leitos knelt in the snow, wrapped his fingers around his grandfather’s thick neck, and began to squeeze.
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Chapter 1
 
 
 
Leitos squinted against the screaming white gale, but could not hide from the splinters of snow scouring his cheeks and brow. Brutal cold unlike any he had ever felt stiffened his fingers, but that did not keep him from wrapping them tight around the throat of his unconscious grandfather—the Faceless One and Bane of Creation, the man who had betrayed the world.
Kian’s jaw sprang wide, his eyelids fluttered, then his vibrant blue eyes flared open. Nothing of humanity or mercy shone in them. Leitos matched that glare with his own, and pressed his thumbs against the knob of Kian’s throat. Gristle and sinew crunched, skin began to tear. Kian’s gaze bulged, but instead of pleas for mercy, rasping laughter squeezed out of his constricted windpipe. Leitos bore down harder, enraged, a snarl stretching his face. His thumbs burrowed deep, until a hissing red froth erupted from the torn flesh of Kian’s neck.
His grandfather’s fist suddenly cracked against Leitos’s ear, left it ringing, feeling half-ripped off the side of his head. He bellowed into his enemy’s purpling face. Kian roared in answer, spraying blood through his teeth. Another blow rocked Leitos, and another. Doggedly he clung to Kian, but his grip began slipping through the crimson flood, and the tide of battle began to shift against him.
Frantic with fear, Leitos rammed the top of his skull against Kian’s nose, crushing it. A sucking gurgle sounded from the ragged hole in Kian’s throat, as he redoubled his efforts. One fist after the other battered Leitos, the iron blows making the world spin madly. Then a hand tangled in Leitos’s hair, yanked him off balance, and his fingers slid from his enemy’s neck.
“All you seek to gain is already lost, boy,” Kian spoke in a harsh wheeze, each gasping word pumping scarlet foam out of the rip in his neck. “Submit, and I will show you mercy.”
“Never!” Leitos abruptly reared back and jammed a thumb into one of Kian’s eyes. The warrior squealed and thrashed, flinging him aside.
As Kian roared curses into the white storm and fought to gain his feet, Leitos floundered through the snow. Thinking to gain a moment’s respite, a moment to calm his thundering heart and plan his next attack, Leitos scuttled up and over a snowdrift. His blood and Kian’s soon became an icy sludge coating his skin. Each time he attempted to stand he sank to his knees. He gave up and crawled, but his movements were sluggish. The frostiness of this place was draining his strength.
Leitos didn’t know how he had gotten here, or where here was. He had been fighting his grandfather in the Throat of Balaam’s throne room, on the isle of Yato. And then, for a bare moment, Leitos’s mind and body had seemingly been in two different places. Then the darkness of the Faceless One’s chamber vanished, and this howling white world had taken its place.
None of that matters. Flee! The unspoken command seemed born of a feverish mind. But he had no fever. He was colder than death. Leitos shook off the rising delirium and concentrated on getting away.
Behind him, Kian’s bellows had deteriorated into racking, blood-clotted coughs. Leitos flung himself forward, kicking and scratching for every inch. Every foot gained left him panting and shaking all the harder. Over five strides and then ten, the going never got easier.
Without warning he fell flat. He commanded his limbs to move, but their disobedience was stronger than his will. Rapid breaths scalded his throat, burst past his teeth like smoke. A moment of rest. Just one. The thought was mesmerizing. Just one moment.
As he lay there, the bitter chill crept from his limbs, leaving him warm. He chuckled deliriously, knowing it could not be so. His fingers, curled before his slitted eyes, were a faint blue beneath a crusted layer of ice. The tip of his tongue licked at lips that felt layered in crushed glass. Frozen glass. Yet inside he was warm ... so warm ... as if bathing in the jade waters off the rocky shores of Witch’s Mole....
Home ... going home... to the sanctuary ... to be with my brothers ... the Brothers of the Crimson Shield ... Ba’Sel and Ulmek, Sumahn and Daris. He also imagined he saw Belina and Nola, then Adham, his father.
Just a moment ... of ... sleep....




Chapter 2
 
 
 
“So, will you die like a spitted cur too weak to lick his wounds?” The woman’s voice, both wry and affectionate, burrowed into Leitos’s mind.
He cracked his eyelids and saw a pair of booted feet which didn’t sink into the snow. Then his gaze climbed up the slender leather-wrapped length of her legs. More leather and sable cloth snugged against her torso like a second skin, accentuating the narrowness of her waist and the swell of her breasts. Besides her hands, neck, and head, no other part of her was uncovered. The wind neither fluttered her dark cloak, nor the glossy black braid hanging over one shoulder. His study ended at vibrant green eyes. They glowed like emeralds lit by an inner fire.
“Zera?” he said in disbelief. The last time he had seen her alive had been mere seconds before she died, his dagger buried in her heart. The pain of the memory drew an agonized sob from his throat. She had come to him in dreams often enough, and he guessed he must be dreaming now.
Zera glanced back the way he had crawled and focused on Kian, who was still flailing about making thick gagging sounds. “If you stay here,” she said to Leitos, “more than the cold will kill you.”
“Rest,” Leitos murmured, annoyed that even a vision would not allow him a moment of peace.
“These days,” she said flatly, “the grave provides no rest. Now, drag your wretched arse off the ground, and come with me to the tower.”
“Gods good and wise,” Leitos pleaded, face dropping into the snow. “Leave me be.”
“I could leave you alone,”Zera said, “but he will not. He will not only kill you, but take your soul. After all you have done to prepare for this day, will you just surrender?”
Her words and a series of inhuman growls brought Leitos out of his stupor. Neck stiff, his brow covered with globs of bloody frost, he looked over his shoulder. Kian stood not far behind, hunched over, hands held against his throat. Scarlet streams dripped off his fingers to bloody the snow at his feet. One of his eyes was a cratered mess leaking gore over his stubbled cheek.
Leitos looked back around. Zera was gone, not even a track left behind. Why would he have expected otherwise? After all, she wasn’t real. Yet below the steady gusts, he heard the whispery remnant of her command. “To the tower....”
He peered beyond where she had stood and saw the tower rising firm and dead-black against curtains of iced wind. He knew in his gut he could reach it, but feared it would be more of a trap than a refuge. If the dark energies that allowed him to travel to this frozen wasteland still filled his veins, there might have been another way. But those powers had come and gone, without him knowing how or why.
Kian retched once and again. He sounded closer.
Leitos shook off the lie of warmth and began crawling. He struggled to his knees, sank down. He kept going. A few paces on, he got one foot under him, then another, and stood. He immediately sank deeper, swayed into a cutting gust to avoid falling.
He chanced another look at his rival, and found Kian kneeling. The man glanced at Leitos with one terrible blue eye. His mouth worked, making a harsh, bubbling noise. It might have been laughter, or a string of curses. The sound cut away Leitos’s terror and doubt, exposed a throbbing vein of hate.
He had to end this, or die in the attempt.
Leitos began wading back along the track he had made. He tried to yank his sword clear of the scabbard, but ice had welded leather and steel together. His stiff fingers fumbled to unbuckle his sword belt, then freed it from the loop in the scabbard. A truncheon would serve.
When he stood over Kian, the man looked up, and Leitos walloped him with a sidearm stroke. Padded though it was, the scabbarded sword split Kian’s skin along one cheekbone. Blood flowed freely. Leitos reversed the stroke and clubbed him again, ripping a gash into his temple. Kian laughed, and crimson foam spilled over his lips, froze on his stubbled chin.
Again and again Leitos struck, the blows to the man’s skull bringing a sting to his frozen fingers. Once more he struck, splashing blood, rending flesh. Again, tearing off a swath of scalp, the dark hair clinging to it steaming and red. Again, and the crack of bone was unmistakable. Leitos did not stop battering Kian until he lay face down, his skull broken and leaking.
When the scabbard slipped a few inches down the blade on a backswing, Leitos ripped it free and chopped his sword into Kian’s neck. Six strokes it took. Six desperate, hacking strokes to separate head from body, and so end the Bane of Creation.
Sucking frozen fire into his lungs, Leitos kicked the mangled head of his enemy. It bounced away, its blood-washed skin collecting snow and obscuring slack features.
The closeness of so much carnage made Leitos’s guts churn, but he swallowed the bile, for there was also joy in him, dark and hard as old iron. It was over—
A squirming thread of black vapor oozed from the corpse, growing larger by the second. Leitos staggered, knowing what he was seeing before he put a name to it. He also knew what he was seeing should have been impossible. Demonic spirits, Mahk’lar, had no power to possess those born of the Valara line, or anyone else washed in the Powers of Creation.
Sibilant laughter bubbled from the shapeless creature. There was something distinctly feminine in that voice. Leitos took another faltering step away, as the dark strands and bulges began to weave themselves together. He saw a dozen protuberant eyes, blind and staring, and also limbs long, black, and slender.
“There is no victory here,” an oily voice whispered from a malformed mouth. “You have done nothing, save to murder the empty skin that your kindred. And now, child of Valara, you have shown yourself to me.”
“Who are you!”
Laughter beat against the storm. “I am Peropis, Eater of the Damned.”
Peropis? Shaken, Leitos tried to deny the truth, but recalled the inner struggle he had seen rippling his grandfather’s face while they had both still been in the Throat of Balaam. Leitos had not understood then, but did now. The demonic spirit before him, Peropis, the first of the Mahk’lar, had somehow taken Kian’s flesh for her own. What had remained of Kian’s spirit must have resisted, but in the end the demon-whore’s black soul had consumed him.
“You cannot kill me,” Leitos called above the wind, no longer sure if that was true.
A hundred eyes rolled, bulging black orbs within shifting black faces. Mouths gaped and tongues lolled through rows of slanted teeth. “It is not your death I seek. I want your blood, and I command those who are waiting nearby to take it. They will drain you slowly. You will live on, weak and wasted, until all that remains of the world of men dies.”
Peropis stretched skyward. One lopsided mouth, set in a bulging swirl of ethereal black flesh, gaped wide. A piercing wail erupted from that cavernous maw, overriding the shriek of the gale.
Leitos clutched a hand to his head to keep his skull from shattering. Her voice rose higher. Leitos screamed with it. Mad with pain, he chopped at the demon-whore. His sword slashed harmlessly through her inky mass. Her summoning grew louder.
Reeling, nose bleeding, ears ringing, Leitos spun away. Whirling snow cut across his vision in tattered white sheets. Beyond, he saw the tower. Is it a trap, or a refuge? There was only one way to be certain, and that meant trusting the word of an apparition.
He began fighting his way toward the tower. Far away, he heard the familiar keening of Alon’mahk’lar horns sounding the hunt.




Chapter 3
 
 
 
Leitos kept his eyes on the outline of the tower. Alon’mahk’lar horns wailed nearer, gouging a spike of terror through his heart. He clawed up the steep flanks of a snowdrift, then tumbled down the other side. Snow flew into his eyes, plugged his mouth and nose. He came to a halt where the wind had carved the snow, leaving it no more than a foot deep.
He clambered up and ran on in great lurching strides, thin robes flapping. Such garb had suited him on the isle of Yato, where warmth and lush forests prevailed. Here, he might as well have been naked.
Black and stark, the tower stabbed at the shifting white sky. No windows or arrow loops broke its surface, nor was there any ornamentation. The sheer walls were rough and pitted, like ancient iron.
As Leitos came closer, an opening materialized at the base of the tower, and beyond this was a deeply inset passageway four times the height of a man, and half again as wide. A faint blue glow pushed out into the bitter storm, much like the light that had lit the Throat of Balaam. The tower and the Throat might be connected. If so, perhaps there was a way he could return to Yato. If not, at least he had a place to defend against attack.
Closer he came, until the tower’s bulk blocked the worst of the wind. Here, patches of snow and rocky ground shared space with scattered bits of black iron. Despite his hasty flight, he saw deep etchings covering the largest pieces of metal, angular glyphs that brought to mind anger and misery. Doubtless, they were a creation of demon-born.
Leitos sprinted down the passage until reaching a massive doorway. All that was left of the doors were chunks of twisted iron hanging from great hinges still bolted to the walls. Without doors to bar, he had no means to keep the Alon’mahk’lar at bay.
He scrambled deeper into the tower, desperately searching for anything to use as a barrier. Leitos halted when he stepped over a row of squared notches set in the stone floor. A quick upward glance showed a matching row of thick metal spikes jutting from a slot in the ceiling. A portcullis.
Leitos looked over his shoulder. Beyond the passageway, a troupe of huge figures clad in furs and studded leather plunged toward the tower. Alon’mahk’lar. A dozen at least. Pairs of twisting horns jutted from each demon-born’s head, and below the upper horns, another set swept down to protect their thick necks. They called to one another in a harsh tongue. The voices of Mahk’lar and Alon’mahk’lar could bring stout men and unflinching women to their knees, leave them shivering in terror until shackles bound their limbs, or death found them. Sixteen years in the Faceless One’s mines had given Leitos some small resistance to that consuming dread. A very small resistance.
Holding tight to his wits, Leitos pushed deeper into the tower. The entry passage ended at a chamber hazed with blue light. On a wall nearby, he found a corroded bronze lever, and next to this a wooden wheel banded with iron, and with handgrips jutting from its outer edge.
Leitos tried to spin the wheel first. It clacked back and forth, but wouldn’t turn. He dropped his sword and scabbard, moved to the lever, and yanked it down. It inched down, then ground to a stop.
The bellowing demon-born sounded closer.
Leitos wrapped both hands around the lever and heaved. A rusty shriek reverberated deep within the wall. He yanked again, and there came a deep grinding noise of some mechanism. The lever dropped another inch, then stopped hard.
The heavy tread of approaching Alon’mahk’lar boots echoed loudly in the colossal chamber. Their calls grew eager. The hunt was nearly over.
Panting, Leitos hung all his weight on the end of the lever and began jerking it downward. Inch by inch, the metal arm creaked and groaned closer to the floor. The grinding sounded again, and then he heard a rattling clank.
The demon-born were closing fast, the jangle of their armor mixing with a cascade of growls and drumming boots.
At the halfway point, the lever bent under Leitos’s weight. Eyes bulging with fright, he let go and reached for the wheel. It moved a only little more than before.
A frantic peek showed the Alon’mahk’lar were now just a few strides beyond the portcullis. Cold sweat mingled with bloody snow on Leitos’s brow. It was too late to run. He flung himself onto the lever. With a jarring clang, the arm slammed down. He sprang for the wheel, twisted hard, but it refused to budge.
Not enough time!
Leitos twisted the wheel the other direction and it moved, hard at first, then easier. The mechanism hidden behind the wall screeched in protest.
Eager, guttural cries became furious roars.
Leitos spun the wheel faster, hands flying over the grips, arms and shoulders burning from the effort. The portcullis shuddered as it lurched downward, its metal edges screaming through the grooves cut into either side of the doorway. A dusty shower of rust filled the air. The taste of it was like blood on his tongue.
The Alon’mahk’lar howled, pounded closer ... closer.
With a resounding boom, the portcullis slammed against the floor. An instant later, the demon-born rammed against the heavy iron grating. Massive as the beasts were, not even they could so much as shiver those sturdy bars.
They glared with bulging black eyes cut through with golden slits. Throaty cries rang out, slaver flew from fangs and lips. More than one swung its sword against the barrier, striking off showers of sparks. Those ugly steel blades were thick and strong, made to crush an enemy’s bones rather than cut them, but they fared poorly against bars thick as a man’s wrist.
Leitos caught up his sword and scabbard, and backed away gulping breath. The thought to poke at the demon-born flickered through his mind, but he feared they would snatch away his blade. Alon’mahk’lar could die, much like any other living thing, but not easily.
With no other choice, he fled deeper into the tower.




Chapter 4
 
 
 
Diffuse blue radiance illuminated his path, its source seemingly the very air he breathed. Again, he was reminded of the Throat of Balaam. Every few strides, stone arches climbed high above, making it seem as though he were running through the rib bones of some great animal.
He turned once and again, following a maze of passageways. Behind him, the shouts of the Alon’mahk’lar diminished, as did the ringing blows they struck the portcullis.
When it seemed he might be running in circles, Leitos slowed to a walk. He had yet to find any way out of the labyrinth. Only the chill radiance, getting stronger the farther he went, kept him placing one foot in front of the other.
As he plodded onward, he ran his fingers over the rough dark surface of one wall, recoiled from the damp warmth under his fingertips. Whether it was made of stone or some aged metal, he could not say.
On and on, turn after turn, he moved deeper into the tower. Instinct told him the structure was far more vast on the inside than it had looked outside.
He paused at another junction of empty corridors, unsure which way the light shone brightest. He made to turn left, but a voice on the right froze him.
“Not that way.”
Leitos ducked behind a wall. That was Zera’s voice. He had convinced himself that she had been a vision. Yet here she was again. As best he could tell, his wits were intact.
“Drop your weapons and show yourself,” he ordered.
“The dead have no need of weapons,” she said, a hint of sardonic laughter in her voice. Zera stepped into view, looking as real as the sword he leveled at her chest.
Seeing edged steel aimed at her heart gave him a jolt, but he refused to lower the blade. She was dead by his hand. He could hardly kill her again.
She stepped closer, and Leitos scrubbed his eyes with the back of his free hand. Zera remained, her lips turned in a wry grin.
“Who are you?” he asked, suspicious.
She shrugged. “The lover you refused to take. The woman you killed. I forgive you, by the way. In your place, I would have killed me.”
“This cannot be real.” He concentrated on the leather-wrapped hilt in his hand. It was damp from melted snow. The stones underfoot were solid. The air in his chest was stale but genuine.
She stepped closer until the point of his sword dimpled the dark leather sheathing her left breast. “An inch more, and we start again where we left off. Is that what you want?” Her eyes flared brighter, and he read in them the same cutting amusement he had grown used to when traveling at her side on the road to Zuladah, and later into the Mountains of Fire. Used to it or not, now there was a sharper edge to her tone.
“What do you want?”
Using a finger, she eased the sword aside. Leitos was helpless to resist. “Only to help.”
“How are you here—how are you alive?” Leitos had a thousand questions, but they came so fast, tumbling one over the other, that he had trouble sorting them out.
“There are places where the veil between the Thousand Hells, your living world, and the blessed Paradise ruled by Pa’amadin, all come together. After the Well of Creation was destroyed, the number of such places increased.” She came nearer, and he could feel her warmth. “Here, and other places like it, you are as near to death as I am to life.”
“And what about my dreams?” Leitos asked. “Was that you I saw?”
She slid a languid fingertip along his jaw. “There were times that you passed close to places like this, and I came to you. On other occasions, I expect your mind resurrected me. Perhaps you’ll share what we did in these dreams of yours?”
Heat flamed Leitos’s cheeks, and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He did not move away, and did not want to. Her scent, that of leather and blossoming flowers, was too welcome to shun. She leaned in and kissed him, and for a moment he almost forgot she was dead.
Almost, but not quite.
He caught her waist, holding her at bay. “I trust that you didn’t lure me into the tower to seduce me.” Much as he could have wished for an eternity with Zera, he knew it would never happen. The living loving the dead made for a poor romance.
“I suppose not,” Zera said. Echoing his thoughts, she added, “I suppose there will never be a time for us.”
“What matters now,” Leitos said, “are the Alon’mahk’lar I locked out of the tower, who are even now working on a way to breach the gate.”
“That is truer than you know,” Zera said, turning. “Come with me.”
Leitos held fast. “Where are we going?”
“This was once the realm of your ancestors,” Zera said, looking over her shoulder. “But no longer. Izutar has fallen, along with Aradan, Falseth, Tureece. Everything north of the Sea of Drakarra is lost. Geldain, Yato, and a few other lands are all that remain where some humans still survive. As I’m sure you know, their numbers are growing smaller by the day. Inside of a few months humanity, as it was created by the Three, will be forgotten, replaced by the Fallen and their heirs. You must leave here and prepare for a war you can scarcely hope to win, but a war that must be fought. But before you go, there is someone you need to speak with.”
“Who?” Leitos asked, mistrustful.
“You’ll see.”
Leitos still didn’t move. This shade before him spoke with Zera’s voice, had her eyes and shape, but he could not afford to drop his guard.
“You’ve changed,” she said softly. “You were more trusting when we first met.”
“I was a child then, a born slave.” Leitos remembered that night. He had been a captive of Sandros, a changeling Hunter. Zera drugged Sandros and her companion Pathil, then took Leitos away. As it turned out, she had been working with the two Hunters, and was in truth their leader. Trust, as he recalled, had nothing to do with his choice of going with Zera. Rather, it had been his immediate infatuation with her, the first woman he had ever seen. Her mere presence had captivated his mind and heart.
Zera stepped closer. “It’s more than that. A darkness has come into you, a shadow cloaking your former innocence. It suits you.”
“This is a world made for darkness,” Leitos said, voice tight. “And if there is a shadow within me, its maker is the Faceless One—Peropis—who casts darkness over all Creation.”
“Just so.”




Chapter 5
 
 
 
Where Leitos had wandered aimlessly through the tower, Zera seemed to know its secrets as if raised within its walls. More than once she took a path he was certain he had walked earlier, only to find a set of stairs leading down. Always down.
Each new level looked much the same as the former, with a great central hall and scores of vaulted passageways branching off from it. The lower they went, the brighter the azure light grew, until the pitted black walls took on the the appearance of cool sapphire.
“What is the afterlife like?” Leitos asked, as they moved along. “Does Peropis really eat the sins of humankind? And what of Paradise?”
Zera’s step faltered the tiniest margin as she rounded a corner, then she was moving on, her stride brisk. “Those are secrets kept by the dead.”
That was not enough for Leitos. “Can you tell me nothing?”
Zera whirled. “What good does it do you to know?”
“Perhaps none,” Leitos said, expressionless. He wanted to know because he had killed her, and needed to assure himself that her spirit existed in peace, rather than in torment.
“Peropis does eat the sins of humankind,” she said slowly, setting out again. “Such is the meat and wine she gluts upon, never to be satiated.”
“So ... death is torture?”
“For humankind there is pain, but it is brief, like the lancing of a corrupted wound. The following relief is so great as to obscure the previous agony. Suffering is reserved for ... others.”
“Who?” Leitos asked, uneasy.
Zera did not answer for a time. When she did, her voice was bitter. “The Fallen and their heirs suffer Peropis’s insatiable hunger for all eternity in the Thousand Hells. Such is the reason that some few of my kindred hold great reverence for one human alone—Varis Kilvar, he who shattered the Well of Creation and freed them, and so provided the chance for rebellion.”
Understanding filled Leitos like poison. In killing Zera, he had condemned her. “Why do any of your kindred side with her? Why not band together and fight?”
“Most know that prevailing against the first child of the Three is a futile ambition. At best, such struggle gives them some small purpose beyond suffering.”
“Yet they still despise humankind?”
“Of course, and most even more than they hate Peropis.”
After a time, he said, “My father told me about the Black Keep of Fortress El’hadar. He said that it has stood at the edge of the Qaharadin Marshes since the forming of the world. And when the Fauthians of Yato brought us to Armala, he named it a city of ‘Black Keeps.’”
“Your father is right,” Zera answered. “Only a few places exist like this tower, the black Keep, and Armala. They were built during the short time that Mahk’lar walked the world. That was an age long before men were given life.”
“What purpose do these places serve?”
“In the beginning, they might have been monuments. Now Peropis uses them as bridges between this world and the Thousand Hells.”
Leitos frowned. “Why would she need bridges?”
“Of all the Mahk’lar, Peropis alone cannot escape the Thousand Hells, at least not fully. But using the Powers of Creation she already posses in places like this tower, her presence in the living world is stronger.”
“Can I use the tower to return Yato?” Leitos asked.
“There is a path back to Yato, and it will remain passable for a short time. If we don’t hurry, you will be trapped here with Peropis’s faithful.”
Zera brought them to a stairwell leading steeply down. From far away, Leitos heard a moaning sigh.
As they started their descent, Leitos sensed their time together growing shorter, and sought to keep Zera talking. “Why does Peropis hate mankind so much?”
“Pa’amadin chose to bless humans over the first children of the Three. She cannot attack him openly, but she can destroy those he favors.”
“And he would let her?”
“He’s not called the Silent God of All for nothing.”
The deeper they went, the warmer the air became. The brightness never increased, never lessened, but moving through it was like sinking into a blue fog. They came to a landing, and beyond this waited another passageway.
“Are you ready?” Zera asked.
“Yes.”
Zera moved off at a fast clip. The floor underfoot was smooth stone. Soon the way became so bright that Leitos had to squint to keep from being blinded. The odor of scorched rock filled his nostrils. He had smelled the same inside the Throat of Balaam, as it fell to ruin.
Zera halted abruptly. “We’re here.”
Leitos’s eyes widened, and he found himself standing inside an area where the sapphire radiance was seemingly held back by three wrought iron stands. Clutched in settings atop each stand glowed three stones—topaz, amber, and ruby—and none larger than the egg of a hen. A crackling rip hung in the air between the stands, like a flaming eye turned on edge. It was also the source of the moaning he had been hearing. Dark shades of every color pulsed and burned along the opening, and as those strange flames slowly spiraled inward, they darkened to a rippling black.
“Is this the way back to Yato?”
“It is,” Zera said. “These stones are the keys needed to make such a journey. They are made from the souls of Hiphkos, Memokk, and Attandaeus, which Peropis ensnared the moment they gave up their powers. Remove any of the keys, and the portal is rendered unusable. Of course, that is only part of it, for someone must be able to use the keys to open the passage. As far as I know, only Peropis has such power.”
Hearing a soft groan, Leitos turned and saw a man sitting on a wooden stool, his head hanging. Leitos was sure it was Kian—the real one, his grandfather. He was also sure that the man was not entirely whole. He looked otherworldly, a vision of a dream. His skin was gray, nearly transparent. His hair dangled in limp strands that were as white as the stubble on his jaw. What strength might have once filled his limbs had long since fled. Seeing him this way, the man Adham had often named the King of the North, staggered Leitos. Besides Ba’Sel, Kian was the last living man to have been present when Varis Kilvar destroyed the Well of Creation. He was also the first man to have ever stood against the goddess Peropis. It seemed that for all he had done and sacrificed, his legacy was now to rot away.
Zera edged closer to Leitos. “What you see is the essence of Kian’s soul, trapped here by Peropis. Somehow, he still resists her.”
“How can he?” Leitos asked.
“Kian Valara was always a cunning fellow.” Zera spoke as if she had known him from his birth. “Before Peropis captured him, Kian had reasoned out what she has been after since the moment she was imprisoned in the Thousand Hells. After he was captured, he abandoned his body and made a stronghold of his soul. Peropis is still searching for a way to breach those walls. In time, have no doubt, she will possess his essence, much as she has already done with the Three.”
“Separate his soul from his body,” Leitos said in wonder. “That’s how Peropis was able to wear his flesh and rename herself the Faceless One.” He moved closer to Kian, wanting to reach out to his grandfather, but not daring. He feared the slightest touch would crumble him to dust.
“What did Kian learn Peropis was after?”
Zera hesitated. “Time is short, and my answers are few. Go to him.”
“Tell me,” Leitos demanded.
“Every moment you waste is a moment Peropis creeps closer. She cannot escape the Thousand Hells for long, but she can escape—here, especially—and it would take only a short time for her to take what she wants from you.”
“Tell me.”
Zera fixed him with a irritated stare. “Very well. It has to do with the stones of protection.”
“Anyone or anything that is not washed in the Powers of Creation can use the stones to keep from being possessed by Mahk’lar. Peropis created the stones to keep her loyal Alon’mahk’lar safe.”
“Yes,” Zera said, “but they are so much more than that. The stones themselves are actually pieces of the shattered Well of Creation. When Prince Varis Kilvar destroyed the Well, those fragments were scattered across the face of the world. And as cold air can become hoarfrost, those fragments became the ore that is mined for the making of stones of protection. But by themselves, those rocks are useless baubles.”
“She needs blood,” Leitos said slowly. “The living blood of those washed in the Powers of Creation.”
Zera gestured to Kian. “And the most potent blood of all comes from the Valara line, and anyone else who absorbed the Powers of Creation when they first sprang from the rupturing Well of Creation. As well, that potency flows into their children.”
“My grandfather and Ba’Sel ... me and my father.”
“For over two hundred years,” Zera went on, “Peropis has forced slaves to dig deep into the earth, searching for the solidified fragments of the Well of Creation, and in turn—”
“She fills them with the blood of those like me,” Leitos interrupted. “This is known.”
Zera lowered her voice. “Few understand that Peropis intends to use that gathered power to remake the Well of Creation, and bend all its immense energies to her will. In harnessing those combined powers for her own use, she will become stronger than even her parents were. This time, the Well of Creation will not be a capstone used to imprison her kindred within the Thousand Hells, but instead humankind—the beloved of Pa’amadin. Peropis will also gain true freedom as a being of flesh and spirit. She will confine humankind, torture them relentlessly, and finally have her revenge against the Silent God and Creator of All.”
“How am I supposed to stop her?”
Zera jabbed a finger at Kian. “Go to him. If anyone can tell you what to do, it is him.”
Leitos favored his grandfather with a long look, and did as bidden.




Chapter 6
 
 
 
When the ghostly figure of Kian made a low, pleading sound in his throat, Leitos knelt at his feet.
“We’ve never met,” he said. “Not truly. I am Leitos, son of your son, Adham.”
Kian blinked, and Leitos saw that the rich blue of his eyes had drained away, leaving them as gray as his flesh. His mouth worked silently, then he reached out. Leitos fought against flinching away, and let his grandfather drop a once powerful hand on his shoulder. A strange thrill tickled through him, and a strong voice filled his mind.
Oh, but we have met, you and I, Kian said inside him. You were but a babe then, squalling and spitting, and soiling yourself a dozen times a day. Despite all that, it was a joyous time. Come, I will show you.
Leitos tried to resist an odd pulling sensation, but it seemed as if he were unraveling, stretching out. He began to shudder uncontrollably, and everything before his eyes spun and lengthened—
All at once, he found himself drifting in a dark emptiness, and before him hovered an immense spindle of gold. Set toward one end of a long shaft was the whorl, its surface covered with flowing designs. That great disk seemed to turn slowly, but Leitos sensed that it was actually spinning rapidly. A chaos of vivid threads came together at a delicate hook on one end of the shaft. The spindle twisted those tangled threads into a cord, which then passed over the whorl, and wrapped around the longer end of the shaft to the very tip. From there, the cord stretched away into what Leitos could only name eternity.
He glanced back at the unwoven threads, which seemed to sprout from the darkness. Some grew longer and joined others in confused knots, while other threads abruptly lost their vibrancy and melted into the emptiness.
And then he was being pulled toward that welter of threads. The spindle and the darkness through which it turned vanished. All became a turbulent vortex of swirling hues, and he spun with them. Spinning. Spinning....
When his surroundings solidified, he found himself with Kian, who now looked as he had outside the tower. Tall, strong, dark of hair and blue of eye. Leitos also saw that he was no longer in the tower, nor was he in that other place with the great golden spindle. He stood beside Kian in a wide meadow laid out like a carpet over the floor of a broad valley. In the distance, an evergreen forest crawled up the flanks of snowcapped mountains. The sun shone clear and bright. He searched for Zera, but she was gone.
“What is this place?” Leitos asked.
Some of Kian’s rugged gruffness fell away. “These are my homelands, as they were before I ever met Varis Kilvar in the Green Eye Tavern. Longer still before I ever took up a sword to make my way in the world. It’s the summer before the Falsethians crushed my people. This is Izutar.”
Leitos kicked the tip of his boot against solid ground. When he lifted his foot, the grass was flattened in the shape of his footprint. The fragrance of wildflowers sweetened the air. A fly lit upon his hand, and its crawling tickled his skin. Nothing about his surroundings seemed like an illusion. “How did I get here?”
Kian smiled, and Leitos could not help but think there was something of a changeling wolf in that expression. “The Powers of Creation offer all sorts of abilities. A pity that I did not learn that lesson sooner—or, at least, accept the truth. I suppose after I returned life to Ellonlef—twice, as it happens—and then to Hazad and Azuri, I knew something of those powers. But knowing and accepting are two different things.”
Leitos shook his head. “I do not understand.”
“If I had believed what I had become sooner, perhaps I could have kept the world safe from the Faceless One—Peropis. Or not,” Kian said, shrugging his shoulders. “Hard to say, as the Powers of Creation were never meant for the hands of men. It’s simply too vast and powerful for our minds. Had I known, or accepted—whatever the case may be—might be I’d have ended up believing that I was a living god, just like Varis did. Hard to say,” he said again, “what might have been.”
Leitos’s thoughts spun. “You created this place?”
“The Three created this and all realms,” Kian countered. “I simply choose to live within this single moment.”
“Where are the people?”
“Wherever I want them to be.” Kian gestured to a low rise. Suddenly the jingle and rattle of harnesses filled the air, rising from a long caravan of wagons. When Leitos blinked, the caravan was gone.
“I can create people,” Kian said, “but they are only ghosts. Other than that, all I can tell you for sure is that the Powers of Creation allow me to make a home of this blink of time dredged from my memories. For a while, boy, some few of the dead can go where they will.”
“The dead?” Leitos spluttered.
Kian gave him another wolfish grin and laughed, a deep rich sound. “Aye, the dead. You, me, anyone who absorbed the Powers of Creation. We are all of us dead, after a fashion.”
“No,” Leitos said. “I cannot be dead. I was born, and I have lived—I still live. I tasted the lash in the Faceless One’s mines. I ... I have loved the living.”
“Easy, boy,” Kian said. “Let me put it another way. What is death, but another realm of living? It’s just that since the breaking of the Well of Creation, the living and the dead are much closer together than they should be, like two sides of the same coin without a middle. But if Peropis has her way, all that will change.”
Kian scanned about. Between one blink and the next, a stone chair appeared where there had not been one before. He sat down with a pleased sigh, and extended a hand for Leitos to do the same. When Leitos turned, he found a matching chair close by.
“Sit, boy. It will not bite your backside.”
Leitos hesitated, then lowered himself to the edge of the seat. A dream, it must be, he told himself, denying the comforting warmth of the sun and the fresh air filling his chest. The dream extended to chirping birds flitting through the air.
“If we are dead,” Leitos said, not believing it for a moment, “then are you sure this is not Paradise?”
Kian rubbed his chin, his big hand rasping over dark stubble. “Never really thought about it like that, but I suppose it could be—at least in part. And why not? Pa’amadin may be silent and all, but he is generous in his way. What better gift than to bless his chosen with the desires of their heart?”
“What if their desires are evil?” Leitos asked.
“I expect the Creator of All wouldn’t hold with evil sorts, otherwise he wouldn’t have condemned the first children of the Three—the Mahk’lar—who were twisted by evil from the start.” He gave Leitos a lingering look. “Maybe you can ask him someday, if you succeed against the true Bane of Creation. But that is not why I brought you here.”
“Do you know how to defeat Peropis?” Leitos asked, jumping straight to the heart of the matter.
Kian frowned, lifted a golden goblet from an ornate table made of solid ivory. Leitos narrowed his eyes against the glint of gems around the goblet’s rim. Neither the table nor the goblet had been there a second earlier. Kian drank deeply, and a line of deep red liquid dribbled over his chin. He wiped it away with the back of his hand and smacked his lips. “I can tell you, boy, wine never tasted so good.”
Leitos leaped to his feet. His grandfather might have all the time in the world to sip wine and look at the flowers, but Leitos did not have that luxury. “Enough of this! Tell me how I can destroy the Faceless One, or Peropis, or whatever else that demon-whore calls herself!”
Unperturbed, Kian shrugged his wide shoulders. “As far as I know, she cannot be destroyed by the likes of us. However, what she desires most can be denied her—but only by someone like you, who has died and yet lives by the Powers of Creation.”
“No more riddles,” Leitos warned.
At that moment, a deep rumble shook the world. The fluffy white clouds overhead rolled back on themselves, leaving behind a sky the color of old blood.
Kian jerked upright. “She’s found us. I should’ve known better than to bring you here, what with her so close. You must go. Quickly, now.”
“Tell me what I must do!”
Another boom shook Kian’s creation. Scattering birds fell out of the air and plopped dead and stiff on the ground. Beneath Leitos’s feet and all around, the swaying grass curled, blackened, and began to smoke. Far away, the mountains began to rip themselves apart. Roiling black clouds, laced with bands of molten red, leaped from crushed peaks.
Kian’s eyes went bright and hard, and that wolfish grin played mirthlessly across his lips. “I said you were dead, as are all who were touched by the Powers of Creation. And that is true—that’s why we seem to live without aging—but we are also alive, and can still die as other men do. I cannot explain it better, other than to say that the breaking of the Well of Creation changed everything, somehow joined together the realm of the dead with the realm of the living. The two sides of the coin I spoke of became one, yet are still separated by the barest width. Knowing that, understanding it, is the key to stopping Peropis.”
“Knowing that life and death are the same, but not, is a key? I do not understand!”
“You must remake the coin, Leitos, as it was before.”
“Before what?”
Kian set his feet. The booming had grown louder. The skies opened up, releasing a deluge of crimson rain. Leitos felt nothing, but his grandfather paled, and his flesh began melting off his bones. “Remake the coin, Leitos, to what it was before I—”




Chapter 7
 
 
 
“—Before you what?” Leitos shouted, but he was no longer with Kian. His cry echoed hollowly, and then firm hands clutched his shoulders and lifted him off the floor.
“What happened?” Zera demanded. “What did you do?”
Around them, the azure light had gone to the same corrupted blood-red as Kian’s haven, and it sounded as if the stones of the tower were grinding themselves to powder. Peropis had not only reached into that other place, but here as well. Life and death ...... two sides of the same coin ... and yet I saw no coin, only a golden spindle. He wished he had mentioned that to his grandfather, but if there was a way back, he did not know how to do it.
Dust filled the air, and the distant rumble of falling masonry buried all other sounds. Nearby, Kian had become a heap of ash.
“Peropis found us!” Leitos called, eyes locking on the rip hovering in the air, which somehow connected two places half a world apart. It had grown smaller, and was still visibly shrinking. In seconds, it would close.
“Did he tell you how to destroy Peropis?”
Leitos shook his head helplessly. “He said I had to remake the coin.”
Zera’s face went slack. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t know.”
She gave herself a shake. “If I were Peropis, I would sweep across the Sea of Drakarra and take the last few of humankind’s strongholds.” She flinched as more rubble crashed down. “If I were you, I would gather those I could and reclaim Geldain, and make that land a refuge for humankind, a realm from which you can launch a war.”
“How?”
“To hold Geldain, you must conquer Kula-Tak. Peropis has a seat of power there, a place like this—any trueborn Geldainian will know where I mean.”
“It would take an army that we do not have,” Leitos protested.
“Build an army and stop Peropis, or die,” Zera said sharply. “Now you must leave.” She bustled him forward. “You must also learn what Kian meant, or Peropis will succeed in erasing all evidence of humanity.”
“Come with me!” Leitos pleaded, as crushed rock and mortar began tumbling down in a steady hail.
“I will find you again. Go now. Once you are on the other side, be sure to destroy the keys!”
Before he could protest, she hurled him into the crackling rip between the stands. He felt stretched out to the thickness of a hair, then thinner and longer, until he feared he would snap—
—he slapped hard against a smooth dark surface, like lumpy black glass. Leitos heaved himself up, looking wildly about. Zera had not followed. The tear in the space behind him gradually sealed itself, and was gone. The shaking of that other place had not followed him here, but evidence of past destruction greeted his eye. Yawning cracks showed in the broad floor of the boundless cavern, and from these oozed curtains of rank smoke. He had returned to the Faceless One’s throne room in the Throat of Balaam. He had come back to Yato.
The obsidian throne itself lay in a thousand broken shards. Within the area where the throne had risen from the floor, he found three ugly metal stands that he had not seen before, each topped with dull stones. Topaz, amber, ruby. Keys, Zera had named them. She had also told him to destroy them.
One after the other, the yellow stone first, then the red, he smashed them against the floor. As the shattered pieces scattered into the gloom, the last of their light died. When he wrapped his fingers around the pale blue stone, a thrumming tingle coursed through his limbs. Every muscle in his body went rigid. He wanted to pull back, to drop the stone, but his fingers clutched it convulsively. A strangled hiss passed his lips, and a fathomless blue light filled his mind ...... and was gone.
Leitos stood gasping, looking at the now dim stone in his hand. He abruptly broke it against the ground, and turned his attention to his surroundings. There was no sign of any Alon’mahk’lar or Mahk’lar, or of the Faceless One—
He arrested the thought. The Faceless One had been an illusion, a living mask used by Peropis. She was and had always been humankind’s true enemy. Best if he and everyone else abandoned the lie of the Faceless One.
He set out, steeling his heart against what he would find outside the Throat of Balaam, which might well have suffered the same destruction as the throne room.
He could not so easily prepare himself for the chance that everyone he cared for—Adham, Belina, Ulmek and the rest—might be dead.
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The moaning was close. Belina knew the voice, but struggled to find a name. Nola, my sister. She blinked, wondering how long she had been sprawled on her back, looking up at passing clouds. It seemed a fine day, save for the smell of death and crushed rock.
She listened to her sister’s weak cries, and she wanted to go to her, but was unable to move or think clearly. A crushing weight pinned her to the ground, and her head ached. The world she saw did not seem any more real than a dream. Behind her eyes, a images began repeating over and over, and she drifted away....
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
Mahk’lar-possessed Kelrens closed in. The light of the Throat of Balaam was bright around her, Nola, and their father Damoc. Belina fired an arrow into a sea-wolf’s face and the steel broadhead smashed through his bared teeth. She reached for another shaft, but her quiver hung empty.
Fear closed her throat to a pinhole. Furious faces beyond count pressed close, all with spit-flecked lips peeled back from gnashing teeth. Iron hands struck and clawed at her, bruised her, ripped her clothes. Steel flashed, and with frantic desperation she deflected the blows with her sword. An unseen fist pummeled her temple and she dropped, dazed.
Suddenly two Brothers of the Crimson Shield were there, Sumahn and Daris, hacking and slashing into the backs of the enemy. Damoc flew into the fray, bashing his splintered bow against the face of any sea-wolf that came too close, fighting madly to drive back the surge of foes from his daughters.
Belina struggled to her feet and swung her blade, chopping off a reaching hand. At her side, Nola screamed and reeled backward, her face awash in blood.
The Kelrens pushed forward, oblivious to their own fallen and wounded, intent only on destroying their human prey. Daggers and swords stabbed and slashed, cold steel rang against cold steel.
Rough fingers tangled in Belina’s hair, yanked her head back, and a large knife rose above her eyes. She reversed the grip on her sword and rammed it through the guts of the abomination that held her. She might well have slapped him, for all the good it did.
Her enemy’s steel sparkled with a cold light as it swooped down toward her neck. She knew death had found her. But instead of the icy burn of sharp steel cleaving her throat, a shrieking blast of light and wind ripped through her and the demon-possessed Kelren holding her. Cold fire filled her veins, and the howling sea-wolf went still as stone. All of them did. Their bones seemed to shrink and contort, the skin covering them becoming clinging husks. As the light grew brighter, heat swept in, and all at once they flew apart and scattered like dry leaves before a stiff wind.
Then all became a swirling maelstrom.
Blinded and weightless, Belina soared through the air, tumbling end over end. Rock exploded around her, the grinding of its destruction filling her skull. Her mad journey ended when she struck something unyielding, and a blessed nothing fell like a blanket over her mind....
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
....And now I’m here, unable to move, unable to think right, unable to help my dying sister.
Belina blinked at the flood of tears filling her eyes. Not just for Nola, but also for Leitos, the young man she had envisioned so often while growing up, a man steeped in shadow and pain, a warrior of steel, a bringer of death. Where is he? He’s the key to everything. If—
She refused to think about what could be. He was alive. He must be, or the world would fall at last to the Faceless One’s rule, and the age of humankind would perish.
Where is he?
The memory of the battle within the Throat threatened to overwhelm her anew, but this time she refused to let it. Why had any of them come to the Throat in the first place?
“Help me!” Nola wailed.
Someone else groaned in the other direction.
Those voices were distant, as if from a dream. Belina struggled to remember why she had come to the Throat—
A misty vision of Fauthians painted a dread picture in her mind. They were the race that had persecuted her people long years, at first convincing Yatoan women to breed with Mahk’lar, and later with Alon’mahk’lar. And from those unions came abominations of Creation—Belina’s eldest sister, Zera, being one of them.
And then she remembered Adu’lin, tall and golden-skinned like all Fauthians, his fierce face long and angular, so like the carving above the entrance to the Throat of Balaam. The Fauthians had once been Yatoans, but the Faceless One had blessed them, changed them, and they became the cruel masters of their former kindred. Adu’lin ...
he fled here, to the Faceless One, and we gave chase.
Instead of calming her, remembering only made matters worse. In her visions of Leitos, he never destroyed the Faceless One here. But here, she always saw was his death.
That thought momentarily cleared her mind, gave her purpose. Heart beating loudly in her ears, Belina reached for the weight on her legs, found a rough block of stone, and shoved against it. Rubble shifted, jagged edges dug into her shin. She gritted her teeth against a scream, and pushed harder. The weight rolled away, and there came a loud clatter of falling rock. With a little more painful work, she was able to crawl free.
Trembling head to toe, weak, she came out atop a field of shattered stone dotted with crushed foliage and splintered tree trunks. She turned one way and another, stunned.
Upslope, the forest had been leveled in a broad fan that originated at the base of a cliff. Where the blue light of the Throat of Balaam should have been, now there was a crooked little cleft scarcely wider and taller than a man. The graven face that had glared so sternly upon anyone who dared enter the domain of the Faceless One had been destroyed by whatever force had thrown Belina down the mountain.
“Belina?” Nola cried. “Father? Please ... someone ... help me.” Gone was her usual ferocity. She had become a little girl, abandoned and hurting.
Belina stumbled down off a strew of rubble, every step sending bolts of silvery pain through her limbs and chest. Her snug leggings and tunic had been shredded. Blood wept from the abraded skin beneath. She tried to grasp how they could have survived such absolute destruction, when she had seen others perish after suffering much less.
When she was a girl, a man of her clan, Creytus, drunk on fermented melon juice, had been recounting a story of a boar hunt. Making a grand gesture, he tumbled off his perch and bumped his head against a rock. Everyone had laughed, Belina too, but Creytus didn’t get up. Damoc rushed to his side and rolled him over, revealing a small, bloodless bump on his temple. Creytus died, never to wake or finish his tale. Shaking fingers told Belina she had received worse wounds, yet she lived.
“Help me,” Nola gasped, pulling Belina away from the memory.
Cursing the fog filling her skull, Belina staggered over the treacherous debris. More than once a loose rock shifted, upsetting her balance. Over and over again, she fell, got up, and fell again. Her laboring heart brought a nauseating thudding to her head. Her lungs hurt as if she had inhaled too much campfire smoke. Coughing made it worse.
As Belina got closer to Nola, she slowed, picking her way carefully, lest she kick loose a rock and crush her sister. “I’m almost there,” Belina gasped.
“Hurry!”
Belina was crawling on her belly by the time she reached Nola, wincing every time the stones shifted. She saw Nola’s out flung hand first, the nails black with dried blood, the skin broken, torn.
“Help me.”
“Be still,” Belina soothed.
She reached for Nola’s hand, lightly grasped her fingers. With surprising strength, Nola bore down.
Belina edged closer. Nola was pinned under a slab of rock and a litter of tree branches. An involuntary breath of dismay burst from Belina’s lips. Nola’s face was savaged, her stern beauty replaced by a gruesome mask of blood and dirt. One green eye rolled, wide and wet with tears, its normal aggressive light gone to terror. When that eye found Belina, it searched her face.
“I’m going to die, aren’t I?” Nola asked, voicing Belina’s deepest fears.
“No, baby sister,” Belina said, tears dampening her cheeks. “It’s not so bad. A few scrapes and bruises, is all. Just lie still. Rest, and I’ll get you free.”
“I can’t feel my legs,” Nola whimpered.
“Be still,” Belina said again.
Belina began working frantically, first tossing smaller stones away, then grunting as she heaved against the weight of the larger ones. Nola screamed more than once when a displaced rock crunched against some part of her. Each time she did, Belina winced. But she did not slow or stop. She had to get Nola free.
After clearing off most of the rubble, Belina paused, her fingertips raw and trembling. A last chunk of rock lay across Nola’s torso. The edge of another stone lodged underneath the first, its surface webbed with cracks, was all that kept the larger slab from crushing the life from Nola. To move either unaided would bring disaster.
“Hurry,” Nola cried, chest hitching. Fresh blood leaked from the grisly wound on her face. Belina saw the battle again, her sister reeling away from a sword stroke. The blow had ruined half her face, and stolen one of her eyes.
“I ... I can’t move it,” Belina said. “If I do, the larger rock will smash you.”
“Get it off!” Nola shrieked, and immediately fell to coughing.
Belina stood up, remembering the other voice she had heard earlier. Maybe there was someone else who could help. Their father Damoc, maybe Sumahn or Daris.
“Don’t go,” Nola moaned, guessing Belina’s intent.
“I have to get help,” Belina said, taking a step back.
“No! Stay with me!”
Belina wheeled and raced clumsily over the treacherous jumble. Nola begged her to come back, but Belina kept on.
Everything looked the same, a tangle of broken chaos. There had to be something, some sign of another survivor.
Soon she found a splash of blood, the outline vaguely shaped like a handprint. When she reached the spot, she peeked over the jutting edge of a large rock and found Damoc, his legs pinned, but the rest of him free. Like her, his clothing was tattered and coated in blood and dust.
“Belina!” Sweat beaded on Damoc’s brow, ran freely down his face, but he seemed hale enough. “Gods good and wise, I thought you were—” he cut off. “Help me get loose.”
“Nola is trapped,” Belina said, scrambling down to her father.
“I heard her crying. Is she...?”
Belina flung a rock aside. “She’s hurt.” Telling him his daughter had lost an eye, or that she might be crushed beyond saving, served no purpose.
By the time Belina finished moving what rubble she could, she discovered that Damoc was just as trapped as Nola. One foot was lodged between two rocks, with another laying over the top of them.
“Get that stick,” Damoc said, pointing at the broken end of a tree branch. “Use it to pry me free.”
Belina didn’t waste a moment. After fetching the branch, she eased it up under the heavy block, then braced her shoulder against the wood. “This may hurt,” she warned.
Damoc chuckled darkly. “It already hurts, girl. Now heave the damned thing off me!”
Belina swallowed, her throat dry as dust. Once she started lifting, no matter which way the rock slid, she would not be able to reverse course. She imagined it grinding his foot to a pulp, swallowed again, and lifted.
Stone grated loudly, and Damoc arched his back. “Push, girl! For your sister, push!”
When he started screaming, his face going gray as ash, Belina stopped. Teeth gritted, Damoc wrapped his fingers around her ankle. “Just a bit more, girl. Just a bit—”
Belina threw her weight against the creaking branch and straightened her legs. Damoc gave one more straining cry before the rock toppled free and rolled down the slope. Belina knelt, shaking fingers dancing in the air above his wounds.
“Not as bad as it looks,” Damoc assured her. Belina had doubts. The flesh around his shin and ankle looked as if it had been mauled by an angry boar. “Get me up, so we can help your sister.”
Belina put the tree branch into Damoc’s hand. “Lean your weight on it,” she advised.
He stood upright and looked around. “If this is a picture of victory, I’d hate to see one of defeat.”
Belina wrapped his other arm around her neck. “We can tally successes and failures later.”
Damoc bobbed his head, sweat mingling with blood on his brow. “To your sister. Hurry.”
As fast as their stumbling allowed, they made their way back to Nola, who had gone silent. When they reached the girl, her remaining eye was closed. Flies were gathering, as if catching the scent of death.
Damoc moaned low in his throat, but a look of determination lit his gaze. “I’ll not lose another of my girls,” he said fiercely.
Together they moved to the slab pinning Nola, and sought good places to catch hold. At Damoc’s nod, they lifted and pushed. The rock moved a fraction, a bit more, then fell back. Nola didn’t stir.
Feeling sick, Belina held a hand near Nola’s parted lips. Faint, erratic breaths wafted over her fingers.
“She’s alive,” Belina said in answer to Damoc’s stricken expression. “But if we don’t get more help, we’ll never get her loose.”
“Seems you need a pair of heroes,” came a rasping voice.
Belina and Damoc looked up with a startled gasps. Daris smiled down at them, one of his eyes shot through with red, his short hair damp with sweat and splotchy gray with dust. Sumahn looked no better, but his features lacked his companion’s weary amusement. Before Belina could ask, the pair joined her and Damoc.
As they took their places, she noticed the way Sumahn was looking at Nola. Although the two had only met a few hours before, she saw more than idle concern painting his face.
“Ready?” Daris asked, then coughed and spat a wad of mud.
Now I know why my chest hurts, Belina thought, before turning her attention back to Nola.
She still hadn’t moved, and her coloring seemed paler.
“Now!” Damoc said, and the foursome shoved, feet scraping and sliding. The rock lifted with a grinding sound that set Belina’s teeth on edge. For a terrifying moment, its great weight resisted them. They shoved harder, and it tumbled free.
When they turned back, they found Nola’s tunic had been torn off, leaving her torso bare. Belina wished it had not been so, but not because of any sense of decency. Flaps of skin hung from her chest in quivering strips. Other places had gone purple and black with terrible bruises. Damoc and Daris groaned in unison at the sight of such dreadful wounds, but Belina could not so much as breathe.
Only Sumahn kept his wits about him, at least enough to strip off his outer robe and gently bundle Nola into it. When finished, he glanced up, urgency lighting his black eyes. “We need a healer, or she won’t live out the day.”
“Yatoans are a strong race,” Damoc said, as if trying to convince himself.
“Be that as it may,” Sumahn growled, “she needs proper care.”
“Adu’lin’s palace in Armala will surely have what we need,” Belina advised.
Damoc followed her gaze. Rubble cascaded down the slope hundreds of paces. Beyond the destruction, the lush green forest rose up to block the view of the city.
“We must hurry,” Sumahn warned. “Carrying her as we will have to, it could be a journey of hours.”
Daris looked in the opposite direction. “What of the others—Ulmek, Leitos, Adham?”
Sumahn was already lifting Nola, cradling her like an infant against his chest. “If they live, they will know where to find us.”
“But they might be hurt or buried,” Daris insisted.
“Search them out,” Sumahn said, and turned away. Damoc hobbled along after the young Brother, using his stick to help pick out a safe path.
Belina stood undecided under Daris’s questioning stare. Her sister was her life, much as each of them were Damoc’s. But since she had grown old enough to fully understand her visions of Leitos, and long before she had learned his name, he had always been in her thoughts. Of late, those dreams and visions had fled her, but Leitos remained, a man of shadow and steel, of blood and death, and somehow the hope of the world.
At last she said, “Help me find Leitos.” She wished she had her sword and bow, but the sheathed dagger at her hip would have to do.
Daris nodded, and they set out toward the ruins of the Throat of Balaam.




Chapter 9
 
 
 
Adham was not sure how he and Ulmek had gotten out of the Throat. They had been shuffling along the glowing blue corridor, when everything became brighter than the sun. There had been a terrible roaring noise that grew until it surpassed hearing. Next thing, he and Ulmek were coming awake, both sprawled over broken rocks like clothes for drying. That baffling journey, though, was the least of his concerns.
Grimacing, Adham closed his eyes. His head felt crushed, along with most of his ribs, but he had taken few serious injuries. Scrapes, mostly, and a good many bruises. He would heal soon enough. Such was a gift of the Valara line, something to do with his father being present when the Well of Creation was destroyed.
“For near on three lifetimes of men,” Adham said, slumped on a leaning pillar of rock, eyes squinted against the harsh sunlight, “I’ve fought the Faceless One and his minions, never knowing the enemy was my own father.”
“Don’t be a fool,” Ulmek said, as he ripped another strip of cloth off the hem of his robe and wrapped it around a gash on his arm.
“Is that the way of the Crimson Shield,” Adham asked, “refusing to openly name your foes? I could expect as much from Ba’Sel, mad as he is now, but not from you. We both saw Kian, and the only fool here is he who denies it.”
Ulmek turned his flinty black eyes on Adham. “My Brothers and I have always fought the Bane of Creation, Izutarian, the same as you.”
“Your point?” Adham knew what he had seen in the Throat of Balaam. Kian Valara, once the mighty King of the North, sitting upon a throne as black as his accursed heart. Adham’s sole comfort was to believe his father had somehow been tricked into becoming the most ruthless enemy humankind had ever known.
Ulmek glared at him. “My point, as if it needs to be spoken, is that the Faceless One wields the Powers of Creation in unimaginable ways. I expect the man we saw was an illusion. Either that, or you and your people are complete dolts, and blind on top of it, to have missed the enemy standing in your midst for so long.”
Adham’s scowl softened. He desperately wanted to trust in Ulmek’s belief, but he had known too many folk who deluded themselves with false convictions.
“Come,” Ulmek said. “We have to find Leitos.”
It shamed Adham that it took Ulmek to get his feet moving. He prayed his son was alive, but he had another desire, as well, and that was to find his son as he should be, instead of the freakish, pale creature Leitos had become after passing through the veil between the Throat of Balaam and the Faceless One’s throne room.
When Adham was a boy, Kian, Azuri and Hazad had been drinking and recounting what had led to the destruction of the Well of Creation. They told of the strange occurrences on that day in the Qaharadin Marshes, of a pillar of blue fire erupting from an ancient temple, how that pillar had seemed to stab at the three moons, and how those moons collided and rained fire and death across every land. That was the beginning of the Upheaval. They also spoke of a monstrous root-serpent tearing loose from the swamp’s muddy soil and attacking the company, and of terrible fires a boy-prince had created from thin air to turn men into ash in a blink. Strange tellings, but stories Adham would eventually come to think of as ordinary in a world ruled by the Faceless One, and ravaged by demon-born.
What came to mind now was Kian’s hushed description of Prince Varis Kilvar as he had come out of the temple, the same youth who tried to make himself a living god. The account of Varis matched what Adham had seen when he had looked at his son in the throne room....
But there had been so much chaos in the final moments before Leitos and the Faceless One vanished. Perhaps I imagined it, Adham thought hopefully, latching onto that thin belief with all his strength.
Ulmek made to face the Throat, now a dark crack where it had once been a broad archway filled with ghostly azure light, but he went still and looked below them.
Adham glanced that way and saw people moving about on the slope. Some were Yatoans, by their clothing. Beneath smudges of dust, their tunics and leggings were all of mottled greens, browns, and grays. Further study revealed Belina and Damoc, joined by two Brothers of the Crimson Shield, Sumahn and Daris. Counting himself, Adham knew eight of them had come after Adu’lin to the Throat of Balaam, but now he counted only seven.
“Someone’s buried,” Ulmek said, echoing Adham’s thought.
“I can’t believe any of us are still alive.”
Ulmek favored him with a blade-thin smirk. “You need to strengthen your faith, my friend, or what’s left of your life is bound to be one misery after another.”
Adham grunted noncommittally. The distant foursome quickly moved into a shallow depression, and began heaving against a large slab of rock. “We should help.”
“They have done fine without us,” Ulmek said, as the sound of stone grinding against stone wandered upslope.
Sumahn abruptly shed his outer robe, hunkered down, and worked furiously. A few moments more, and he stood up holding someone in his arms. Nola, Adham knew. After some discussion, the group split apart, with Damoc following Sumahn and his burden downhill. Daris and Belina began picking their way up toward the Throat.
“You’re alive!” Daris called when he saw them. Between him and Sumahn, he had always been the quickest to make a jest and to offer a smile. Sumahn was given to laughter, but less often. He was made of sterner material, much like Ulmek.
“You expected less?” Ulmek answered dryly.
Belina glanced between Adham and Ulmek, then searched behind them. “Leitos?”
Daris mirrored her concern.
Adham was about to shake his head, when Ulmek said, “He’s still inside.” The warrior sounded so sure, Adham found it hard not to believe him.
A sudden loud rumbling drifted out of the Throat, then a few rocks tumbled loose, and the opening grew wider. An arm poked out, then a leg, and finally a dusty head.
“Leitos!” Belina squealed, and scampered over the rubble to meet him.
Leitos came out into the sunlight, squinting like a mole. When he saw Belina, a tired smile touched his lips. She flew into his arms.
Adham stared intently. His son was grimy, tattered, and pale from the dust, but he looked as he should, and not like a corpse at all. Did I imagine it? He almost thought he had, but remembered that Ulmek had seen the change come over Leitos. He searched the warrior’s face for any sign of wariness, but saw only relief written across his hard features.
“Good to see you, little brother,” Ulmek said, the warmth in his voice out of character. “As you are alive, and by the look of you better off than the rest of us, I trust you succeeded?”
“I have news everyone needs to hear,” Leitos said slowly.
He and the Yatoan girl joined the others. Belina was staring at him as if she could not believe he was real. Adham recalled that she had some strange ideas that she had seen Leitos in visions long before ever meeting him, and something about him being necessary to destroy the Faceless One.
Adham shook off his doubts and hugged his son. Leitos felt real under his hands, solid. There was nothing abnormal or malformed about him, but still....
Leitos gently pushed him away. “I’m well, Father,” he said, and Adham realized that he had been rudely poking and patting his son, much as he would a cut of questionable meat.
“What happened?” Adham asked, unable to withhold the question.
Leitos’s gaze was unwavering. “Every kingdom across the Sea of Drakarra is lost,” he said simply. “And your father, Kian Valara, is dead.”
“Did you...?”
“No,” Leitos said quickly. “What we saw, what I fought, wore Kian’s face, but was not him. Your father has been dead for some time.” He looked ready to add more, but abruptly pressed his lips together.
“See there,” Ulmek said. “I told you Kian did not betray his people.”
“Then who is the Faceless One?” Adham asked. What relief he had gained in learning that his father was not the destroyer of humankind was overshadowed by the grief in learning of his demise. And if Kian was dead, what of the others? The north was fallen, Leitos had said, and that meant his mother, Ellonlef, was gone, along with Hazad and Azuri, and all the rest who Adham had lived and fought beside since he was old enough to wield a sword.
Before Leitos could reveal who had been wearing Kian’s face, Belina cleared her throat. She looked to Adham. “Why would you think the Faceless One was your father?”
Adham realized she had never seen the Faceless One’s transformation. “When we went into the Throat, it was Kian who greeted us.”
“No,” Leitos said. “The Faceless One and Peropis are one and the same, and she’s coming.”
“Gods good and wise,” Daris breathed.
“What else can you tell us?” Ulmek asked.
“Little enough,” Leitos said. “But I’d rather tell it to everyone at once.” He looked about, concern wrinkling his brow. “Sumahn, Nola, Damoc, are they...?”
“They are alive,” Belina said hastily.
“And off to Armala,” Daris put in. “Nola was hurt. Sumahn and Damoc are taking her to the palace.”
“We should go after them,” Leitos said. In a lower voice, he added, “Time is short.”
Ulmek agreed with a nod and set out. The others quickly fell in line, with Leitos and Adham coming last.
Adham studied his son with fleeting glances, assuring himself that he was whole and hale. Aside from that, he sensed a difference in him, something he could not name, something that made him uneasy. Stop being an old fool, he told himself, but just as quickly reminded himself that it was the rare fool who grew to a ripe old age.




Chapter 10
 
 
 
After climbing down off the rockslide, the forest closed around them. A dense canopy of leaves blotted most of the sunlight, leaving them to walk in a steamy green murk. Through breaks in the boughs, Adham caught glimpses of clouds, their tops glaring white and swollen, and their bellies dark with the promise of rain. He had never been in a land where rain fell so often, and yet did nothing to cool the air.
He swatted away a buzzing host of midges. “Do you know how Kian died?” he asked Leitos.
The question broke the pensive look on his son’s face, and Leitos glanced sideways at him. He then bent to murmur something in Belina’s ear, and gently prodded her to join Daris and Ulmek on the trail up ahead.
Before she got too far away, he warned, “Have a care. There are still Alon’mahk’lar and Fauthians on this island, and perhaps sea-wolves.”
“Caution is life,” she said, flashing him a shy smile before quickly turning away. Leitos watched her go, a slight frown creasing his brow.
She fancies you, Adham almost said to him, but held back. If the Silent God of All willed it, perhaps Leitos would find in Belina the woman he had lost in Zera.
Allowing Leitos to gather his thoughts, Adham walked in silence beside his son, their boots squishing through mud and fallen leaves.
This place was nothing like his frozen homelands of Izutar. Here there was abundant and colorful life flashing from vine to branch, filling the stifling air with a pleasing chatter. It was always summer here, he expected, redolent of nectar and blossoms.
In Izutar, spring and summer were short affairs after the winter snows melted, punctuated by a rapid greening of hillsides and sweeping meadows. Hot days had been a rarity. Not so rare had been the Faceless One’s hordes, a constant danger during warmer months. Instead of planting crops and replenishing food stores, his people had donned their armor to reap death.
Most everyone, including his mother and father, refrained from speaking about what Izutar had been like before the Upheaval. There was no reason to mention the past, for it was but a cold burial vault filled with the bones of lost hope. But Adham remembered once when a jug of jagdah had loosened Hazad’s tongue....
“Was always cold along the northern feet of the Ulkion Mountains,” the big man had said, voice grinding like gravel in a bucket. He tugged absently at his wild beard braids, an uncommon sheen of tears in his eyes. “And colder still over those peaks into the Whitehold. Was always cold, lad, but never like it has been since the moons died. Hiphkos cloaked her face in a gray veil, and men—what’s left of us—began calling her the Sleeping Widow. Now she rides the sky alone, her brothers Memokk and Attandaeus destroyed. She’s a ghost moon, a dead goddess ... dead as the world she watches over....”
That one time had been enough for Adham to shun the desire to hear the way things used to be. His life was frost and snow, blood and mud, hunting demon-born and singing laments for friends and family cut down by uncaring steel.
Or it had been, until one night when the Alon’mahk’lar escaped the snowy forest and laid siege round the walls of E’ru. Kian and Adham had believed his family would be safe in Miz’Ratah, a land so far from the stronghold at Cordalia, so far beyond the great Sildar Mountains. They had been wrong....
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....A long brutal month Adham had helped hold E’ru’s walls before they broke. When the demon-born made their final push, he was shivering in the south tower, wondering if he would ever be able to unwrap his frozen fingers from the spear in his hands, and staring out across a field of frosty white. The moon was high, casting all in her dread light. Such was the reason that fewer watchmen were needed on the wall—Alon’mahk’lar were bold, but not so bold as to make themselves easy targets.
But the men guarding E’ru were wrong. The demon-born, perhaps tired of freezing their backsides off, threw aside caution and came in a howling rush.
Adham fumbled the spear in his haste to sound the warning horn. Before he could finish the first resounding note, the demon-born reached the base of his tower and began spreading out along the wall. Ladders arced up, hard-frozen wood drumming against the ramparts like blows from iron mauls. Fire arrows began whooshing down into the attackers, sporadic orange comets that promised victory, but only brightened a looming defeat. Some few demon-born fell, bellowing until they collided with the icy ground. Most burned but kept climbing, their horned skulls whipping in fury against devouring flames.
A young lad near Adham nocked an arrow and drew the fletching to his cheek. The yew and bone limbs of his bow creaked as he aimed. A demon-born’s blade ended him before he could fire, that unholy plank of steel cleaving his skull like an overripe gourd.
Adham rammed the iron tip of his spear deep into the Alon’mahk’lar’s eye. Tearing at the bloody shaft, the creature fell away, taking the spear with it. By then, dozens of its kindred had swarmed over the walls—not just the south wall, but all of them. Watchmen and soldiers roused from sleep by the growing tumult rushed into the fray. They died as fast as they came.
Adham fought with sword and dagger, stroke and counterstroke, a twisting stab to the bowels here, a wicked slash to a throat there. For every demon-born he cut down, a handful more took its place. More came, and more still, their guttural tongue threatening to freeze his blood.
They drove him back and back, off the wall walk, down into the outer ward. Swirling chaos encircled him. Thick blades whipped the air round his head, slashed gaping tears in his leather armor. A six-fingered fist struck him a blow to the head and sent him toppling.
Rolling to his feet, face slicked with blood, Adham swept his sword backhand, ripping open the beast’s middle. His dagger followed, gouging deep into the open wound, the tip screeching against gristle and bone. In the face of so much scarlet heat, so much blind rage, he had forgotten the cold. Surrounded by death, he felt feverish and alive.
The dead tumbled off the wall, thudded against frosted cobbles around him, their mangled bodies steaming in the night. Alon’mahk’lar leapt after, hobnailed boots striking sparks off frigid stone.
When a splattering shower of entrails fell atop him, Adham bolted. Not in fear or revulsion, but because he knew E’ru was lost. He had to reach Keri. He had to stop his wife before it was too late.
The gates to the inner ward stood wide and unmanned, save for corpses. Adham rushed through, not looking at the men for fear of seeing a friend and forgetting his purpose. Keri. He had to get to her and his son.
Fighting raged across the ward. Demon-born and men locked together in a struggle with but one end. Adham ducked a flaming arrow, heard it thump into meat, heard the cry of an Alon’mahk’lar that had been on his heels. He never saw the archer, but gave a swift and silent word of thanks.
A moment more found him darting through the keep’s doors. He turned down a passageway, telling himself that it was not too quiet, telling himself that he was not too late.
“Keri!” His voice rang out, neither unhindered by the racket of clashing steel, nor the screams. When his cry came back to him, he answered with another. His only response was the echoing of his own call.
He ran down another passageway and sprang onto a flight of stairs leading up, his entire path lit by guttering candles.
At the top of the first flight, he slammed into a demon-born slathered in blood. The Alon’mahk’lar laughed as Adham tumbled back the way he had come. He grabbed wildly at the wall, his fingers scraping against the stonework.
Somehow he halted his bouncing descent, and clambered to his feet. With a desperate cry, he attacked. His first sword stroke ripped across one of the demon-born’s knees, severing tendons. Before the beast could fall, Adham rammed his dagger into its groin, burying the blade to the hilt. With a brutal kick to the creature’s blunted snout, Adham was away.
Why had the demon-born been on this floor? Why had it been coming back down, unless finished with its monstrous work?
Those dread questions dug like hooks in his mind. Adham screamed, “Keri!”
No answer.
When he reached their bedchamber, he found the splintered door standing slightly ajar. “Oh, gods, no,” he murmured, easing the door wide with a trembling hand. Keri was sleeping on their bed, bundled in a fur-lined robe, a fall of auburn hair covering half her face.
“Keri, we must leave,” he said, relief flooding him. “E’ru has fallen.”
His wife did not stir. His heart raced, but his legs moved stiffly. Closer he came, eyes drawn to the way she had fallen asleep with her hands clasped near her heart. She often slept that way, so like a young girl.
“Keri?” Her name burned like acid in his throat. In the dim light, a dark wetness glimmered on her fingers, spread in a small blot upon the linens.
When she did not answer, he tried again. Instead of words, he choked on a sob. His sword and dagger clattered to the floor. He collapsed to his knees, reaching for his dead wife, even as he heard the drumming sounds of approaching boots. The dagger she had used to end her life before any Alon’mahk’lar could ravish her jutted from her breast.
As an inhuman fist circled round the back of Adham’s neck, a baby’s weak cry drifted from the sturdy crib set off in the darkest corner of the room. Leitos....




Chapter 11
 
 
“Father?”
Adham blinked, momentarily unsure how the world had become so damnably hot and green. He stumbled over a root and dropped to one knee. He groaned, one hand held to his head. It was as if all those old hurts had fallen on him, fresh as the night he had taken them.
Leitos caught his arm, held him steady. “What’s the matter? Are you hiding a wound?”
“They took us,” Adham stammered. He swiped the back of his hand over his eyes. More tears sprang free. He let them fall, salty and hot, over his lips. “Keri, your mother, she was dead already. I give thanks that she did not fail to still her own heart before they overran us ... but I so long to see her again, full of life.”
“We can speak of that later,” Leitos said.
It was then Adham understood what had changed about his son. The last threads of gentleness his mother had given him, the innocence he had retained even after a life spent in the Faceless One’s mines, had been cut. Adham sensed that only a thin shell of concern masked the underlying rigidness of his son. And within that unbending resolve, he also sensed a mercilessness. It pained him to know that he had helped make Leitos into the man who stood before him.
He had once told Leitos, “You must grow strong and cruel.” And while that still held true, he hated ever having to speak those words, and hated more that Leitos had so perfectly succeeded. What he hated most, what heated his blood, was the terrible world the Faceless One had created. Why do we fight for it? Why not accept the cold peace of the grave, by our own hands, or another’s? Why not let it all pass?
With some effort, Adham regained his composure, and for the time being shook off his regret and the memories that would never fully diminish. “Tell me what you can of my father,” he said.
After a prolonged study to confirm that Adham wasn’t lying about any injuries, Leitos helped his father to his feet, and began walking after Belina and Daris. “Kian was captured.”
“How?” Adham stumbled again, but he quickly righted himself. Of course his father had been captured. That possibility had always existed.
“I don’t know ... not for sure,” Leitos answered, gripping the hilt of his sword. Now that Adham thought about it, Leitos had not released the weapon since coming out of the Throat of Balaam. “Zera told me the ‘shade of his soul’ had been trapped by Peropis. In part, that is what I saw.”
“Zera? His soul?” Adham knew he should not feel any surprise, but he did. If Mahk’lar could wander the world, why not other spirits?
Leitos nodded absently. “She also told me Kian was allowing Peropis to hold him, because he had learned what she was really after, and that he needed to wait for someone to find him—me, as it turned out.”
“You spoke with Zera, the woman you...?” Adham didn’t have the heart to finish.
With that same air of vague indifference, Leitos went on. “She said there have always been places where the veil between the Thousand Hells, this world, and Paradise, all come together. Places where the living and the dead can speak with one another. The tower where I found myself was one such place. Zera said the ground it stood upon was Izutar.”
Adham’s head reeled. “Tell me what happened to you, from the beginning.”
“In time, I will,” Leitos promised. “Most is not important, except as a curiosity.”
“Then, what is important?”
“The reason Kian was waiting for someone to come, and what Peropis has been after since the Well of Creation was destroyed.”
“Well,” Adham said after a long pause, “are you going to tell me?”
“Not yet. Everyone needs to learn the truth, all of us at once. It will save precious time.”
“Are we in short supply?”
“Yes,” Leitos said. “Very soon, Peropis will begin executing her plans.”
“Speaking of executing,” Adham said, “she will consider it vital to kill anyone who stands in her way.”
Leitos nodded grimly. “Doubtless.”
By now they had moved within sight of Armala, laid out like a dark blade over a high plateau surrounded by green-forested hills and peaks. Even from afar, Adham saw nothing beautiful in its design.
Up ahead, Ulmek, Belina, and Daris walked beside Sumahn and his burden, Nola. With the way clearer, they had picked up their pace. The dark city waited for them, a silent, festering growth upon the land.
Adham did not want to go any farther. He had no reason to. All he knew was lost, and the will to fight abruptly fled his heart. He and Leitos could salvage wreckage from the Kelren slave ships, the Night Blade and the Bloody Whore. They could cobble together a raft, and let tide and wind take them far away, maybe to lands in which Peropis had no interest. Maybe they could find a tiny isle, a speck in the sea that would never draw her attention.
“I must tell you something,” Leitos said, slowing to a standstill.
The skies had grown darker with the approaching storm. Lighting stroked the mountains across the plateau, and thunder rumbled.
Adham halted, the desire to explain his plan to Leitos locked behind his teeth. He let that fool’s desire slowly perish. There would be no running, at least not toward freedom and safety. Guessing he would not like anything Leitos had to say, he waited in silence.
“I told you I saw the shade of Kian’s soul ... but I also saw him, just as I see you here beside me. He was real, and so was the place he had created, but it was not this world.”
“I do not understand,” Adham said, unable to disguise his weariness. All this talk about souls, Peropis’s wrath, and the like, exhausted him. In one way or another, such had been his entire life’s experience. Now his son was going on about different worlds. It was simply too much, and he wanted no more of it.
“He said we were dead, all of us who had been washed in the Powers of Creation.”
Adham perked up a little. If any doubt remained that Leitos had actually spoken with Kian, it was gone. His interest quickly withered. “Yes, well, that was some gibberish he dreamed up a few years before I left Cordalia with you and your mother.”
Leitos fixed him with an unreadable expression. “You never told me that.”
Adham snorted. “Why would I? It was madness.”
“Are you sure? I grant you, it might have been a turn of phrase, but perhaps he learned some secret.”
“My father was many things,” Adham said dismissively, “but he was no poet enamored with his own flowery words. Truth is, Kian had a special dislike for such folk. And as for secrets, it was Varis’s hidden desire, his secret, to rule all the world that led us into this mess. Most times, secrets are harmless enough. Other times, they’re deadly poison.”
“But maybe—”
Adham abruptly caught Leitos’s hand, and nicked his thumb with a dagger.
Leitos wrenched loose and leaped back, his sword half-drawn. “What’s the matter with you?” Outrage shone in his son’s icy gaze, and for a moment Adham expected the boy to attack him.
Instead of retreating, he caught Leitos’s wrist and yanked it up between them. “That’s blood you see running over your skin,” he growled. “The dead don’t bleed, now, do they?”
Leitos pulled back so hard Adham staggered. “And until the Well of Creation was ripped apart, the living did not linger on the world for hundreds of years, now, did they?”
Adham sighed heavily, tucked away his dagger. “I suppose we didn’t. But, even so, you cannot believe we are dead.”
“I don’t know what to believe,” Leitos said.
Adham looked after the others. “Our friends are getting away from us.” Another bolt of lightning stabbed down from the sky, closer now. A gust stirred the greenery around them, and carried with it the scent of rain.
Adham began walking, unsure how to tell Leitos about the madness that eventually afflicted those who were blessed by the Powers of Creation, a madness that he had seen growing large and uncontrollable in Ba’Sel when they had been captives of Adu’lin.
Leitos fell in beside him, sword once again buried in its scabbard, his fingers restless around the hilt. His gaze flickered from bush to bole as if he wanted a fight—bloody, hot, and deadly against those he hated.
Adham knew something about hate, and the need to destroy one’s enemies. Seeing it in his son pained him. Yet, that was the world humankind had been given by the Faceless One—Peropis, according to Leitos. He saw no reason to doubt his word on that score. And it fit, for Kian had spoken on occasion of the curse Peropis had laid on him, and all his line, while standing in the shadow of the Ivory Throne of Aradan, after Prince Varis died.
Deciding to speak the truth about Kian, plain and ugly as it was, Adham began, “There was no reason to burden you with my father’s madness. I saw the same in my mother, Hazad, Azuri, and eventually in Ba’Sel.”
Leitos cocked his head, giving Adham his ear. A brief patter of rain drummed down, and thunder rolled closer. The storm would be brief, but the streaky gray sheets falling from the clouds promised more than the usual wet.
“It came on them slowly,” Adham continued. “Sometimes I’d catch them speaking to themselves, but it always seemed as though they were talking to someone they had known before the Upheaval.
“Other times, after hours of searching, I’d find that they had wandered far from safety. Hazad was often deep in his cups—that huge bastard loved his jagdah. Kian and Ellonlef were usually near each other, but separate, staring at a rock or a tree or patch of snow—never at anything of consequence, and appearing as lost as I’ve ever seen a person look. Azuri ...... well, his peculiarities favored scrubbing his skin until it was raw, or ceaselessly washing his clothes in an icy stream, thrashing them against the rocks until they were naught but threads.”
Leitos glanced at him, curiosity and doubt having a spirited battle across his brow.
Well enough, Adham understood that conflict. Over sixteen summers spent in the slave mines, Adham had often told Leitos stories about those left behind in Izutar, humorous tales to ease the sting of the slavemaster’s whips, to make one forget the ache in the hands from swinging pick and maul, and the deep burn of the sun across their shoulders. Laughter, furtive as it had been, had helped pass days, months, and years, gave them something to cling to beside the shadow of death. Adham went on.
“I had almost forgotten about their strange behavior, until I saw that the same seed of madness had taken root in Ba’Sel. It was more drastic with him, to be sure, but I expect it’s a common fate shared by all who live too long upon this accursed world. One day, like as not, I’ll start babbling gibberish ... same as you.”
“We’ll see,” Leitos said, as though stubbornness could stave off the inevitable.
Adham began again. “I expect each of them built fortresses in their minds—ideas, imaginary places, what have you, which helped them cope with all that had happened. In my father’s imagined sanctuary, he never met Varis that day in the Chalice. He named it a debauched quarter of Ammathor, a place no self-respecting prince would go. Kian knew he should have refused to heed the secretive missive, but as he often said, ‘Gold speaks with a powerful voice, and Varis promised enough to buy an Izutarian throne.’” He chuckled cheerlessly at that, but Leitos only stared in confusion. Adham continued with a dismissive shrug.
“And so Kian met with the princeling, and agreed over tankards of ale to escort Varis across Aradan. By the time his suspicions had proven accurate about Varis having something more in mind than sowing his royal seed in every backwater keep and stronghold in the realm, it was too late. And in the Qaharadin Marshes, the hope of men died.”
Leitos remained quiet, lost in thought.
They came to a ridge that led down to narrow path paved in dark cobblestones. On either side, tall grass and brush danced in the stiffening breeze. Rain fell steadily now, soaking them to the skin. Far ahead, the others were nearing the gates to Armala. If danger awaited, it was keeping out of sight.
Ulmek will see any threats, Adham assured himself. Damoc, for all his bluster, was also a man of great fighting skill. The same held for Belina. Sumahn and Daris, as well, were no fools fresh to warfare.
“Kian mentioned something else,” Leitos said at last. Before he could finish, a crash of thunder tumbled from the dark skies, hurried along by a sharp gust. Where Adham ducked against stinging rain, Leitos strode with head held high, eyes narrowed.
Raising his voice, Leitos continued. “He said shattering the Well of Creation joined the realms of the dead and the living, making two sides of the same coin one, yet separated by the barest width. Understanding that, Kian told me, was the key to defeating Peropis.”
Adham threw his hands in the air. “I told you he was mad, and such blather proves it.”
Leitos was undeterred. “He told me to remake the coin to how it was before, with two distinct sides.”
“There is no such coin,” Adham snapped. “Gods good and wise, boy, you cannot put faith in a lunatic’s prattle. As to defeating Peropis, all we can do is fight until not a drop of blood remains in our veins, and our breath fails.” Before he could stop himself, he admitted a secret belief. “Trust me in this, boy, if nothing else. Our fighting will avail us nothing, save to add long, dark days to what remains of our lives.” He took a deep breath. “Better to run while we can, hide where we can, and live the last years of our lives in what peace we can find.”
“Believe what you will,” Leitos said, his cool tone stinging Adham, making him feel as if he had been found useless, and thoroughly dismissed.
Leitos marched on ahead. Adham followed, head bowed, regretting his admission and shamed by it, all the more because his son must now consider him a craven weakling. Worst of all, Adham knew that fear had not prompted him to speak, but truth. The age of man had ended the moment Prince Varis Kilvar sundered the Well of Creation. Soon, even the memory of humankind would cease to exist.




Chapter 12
 
 
 
Leitos walked faster, needing to get away from his father. He trusted Adham’s wisdom, but could not understand his sudden turn toward bleakness and doubt. Seeing Kian as the Faceless One must have staggered his wits. And even after he told Adham that the Faceless One was actually Peropis, Adham still had to contend with the truth that Kian was dead and gone, along with everyone else he had ever known in the far north. No easy thing, that.
The storm pressed closer, driving rain against his cheeks. Leitos began running, swiftly catching up to Belina and the others. Adham shouted behind him, but the wind snatched away his words, and Leitos made no effort to catch them. Right now, getting away from his father’s dismal convictions was all that mattered. Under these considerations came another: What if everyone thinks the same way?
He pushed the thought away. Belina would side with him, and also Sumahn and Daris, both who were as eager as he was to join battle against the enemy of humankind. He was sure most of the Yatoans would feel the same. That the Faceless One had turned out to be Peropis, the ruler of the Thousand Hells, might trouble a few, but the game had not changed, nor the rules. They would either beat back Peropis’s hordes, or they would cower and die. In truth, death might come either way, but Leitos would rather fight as he had been taught, than hide like a mouse in its hole.
At the sound of his feet splashing through muddy puddles, Belina spun, dagger leaping into her hand. Seeing no danger, she favored him with a quick grin and put her blade away.
“Where’s Adham?” Ulmek asked.
“He’s coming,” Leitos answered.
Belina gave him a strange look. “You left him by himself?”
“He’s a tough old root,” Daris assured her. “He had wandered for weeks in the Mountains of Fire before Sumahn found him. I think he can handle walking back to this blighted city.”
“That’s not what I meant,” Belina said. “None of us should be alone right now.”
“He’s fine,” Leitos assured her.
Belina’s study intensified. “Are you?”
“Of course.”
“What happened, Leitos, in the Throat?”
“We’ll have time for that later,” he said, just short of curtness. He molded his features into a calm, reassuring expression. “Right now we need to get Nola back to the palace and patch her wounds. Afterward, I’ll tell everyone what happened. Then, together, we can decide how best to bring war against our enemies.”
Ulmek glanced his way, a shadow of trepidation scrawled across his angular face. Something about that expression triggered in Leitos a memory of a lightless plane, a place where monstrous shadows danced, and the Faceless One sat upon a great obsidian chair. The throne room. Ulmek and Adham had been pale as specters to Leitos’s eyes, yet they had claimed it was he who had turned gray as death.
“I’m fine,” Leitos said, voice tight with impatience.
No one said anything after that, but Leitos still had the feeling that Belina and Ulmek were eyeing him as if he were dangerous. Let them fret, he thought irritably, and passed by a hobbling Damoc to catch up with Sumahn.
“How is she?” he asked, and winced when his eyes found Nola.
Sumahn, who looked so much like Ulmek that they could have been father and son, did not slow or glance his way. Rain dripped from his stern face. “I ... I don’t know, little brother.”
As though hearing the concern and wanting to put Sumahn at ease, Nola muttered softly.
“We’ll take good care of you,” Sumahn promised through gritted teeth, gaze locked on the nearing gates. His arms were trembling, and his step was unsteady, but nothing in his demeanor suggested he would fail the girl in his arms.
Leitos searched the wall walks, saw no threatening silhouettes, then glanced again at Nola. She stared up into the rainy sky with one slitted green eye. A blade had taken the other, and further destroyed her beauty by furrowing a groove from one eyebrow to the side of her chin. For all that, Leitos worried she had other injuries, something unseen that threatened her life.
Sumahn’s toe clipped the edge of a loose cobble, and he staggered forward with a grunt. Leitos caught his arm before he could fall. Sumahn’s muscles quivered, and Leitos knew the Brother would never make it the rest of the way unaided.
“I’ll carry her for a while,” Leitos said sharply, allowing no room for argument.
Sumahn seemed ready to balk, but relented.
Leitos took Nola’s weight and set off at a trot, making every effort not to jar the girl. Under the hammering of his heart, hers was light and fluttery as a bird’s. He could scarcely believe this same girl had drubbed him senseless not so long ago, and then helped Belina drag him to the Yatoan camp. It seemed months had passed since then, but the true count was no more than a pair of days, if that.
Armala’s wall rose dark against the raining sky, and behind it loomed buildings of black stone, all abandoned for long years, save the palace at the center of the city. Adu’lin had ruled the Yatoans from there, but no more. He had died in the Throat, burned to ash, while Leitos made his brief war against the Faceless One.
A crooked fork of lightning slammed into one of the two southern watchtowers within the city. A deafening boom of thunder rattled Leitos’s teeth. With that crash, the belly of the storm opened up, and a pounding deluge misted everything.
Leitos ran harder, sure Nola’s heartbeat had grown fainter still. He hazarded a quick look at the girl. She and Belina were Zera’s younger sisters—rather, half-sisters, as their mother, like most Yatoan women, had been bred to an Alon’mahk’lar for the creation of Na’mihn’teghul, an order of changelings that could masquerade as humans, but were nothing of the sort.
Where Belina favored Damoc, Nola’s resemblance to Zera was close enough that Leitos could imagine he carried the woman he had killed over a year ago. Their two faces melded before his eyes, and he swallowed desperately at the sharp knot lodged in his throat.
“Stay with me,” he whispered, unsure if he was speaking to Nola, or to Zera’s ghost. Rain streamed down his face, diluting his tears. His vision shifted, and then he saw Zera, dying once more in his arms. The throbbing ache of loss and despair spread through him, seemed to wash over Zera—No! She’s Nola!
The thought brought a brief and staggering weakness, and then he was rushing on again, footfalls once more sure.
Nola murmured, her voice stronger than before, one hand clutching his robes. He spared another glance to her one good eye, set like an emerald in a mask of blood and pain. She stared at him. Her lips moved, but he could not hear her.
“Leitos!” Ulmek’s shout cut through the drumming rain, and Leitos stumbled to a halt. Before he could turn, Sumahn and Daris were at his side, bustling him toward the side of a building. Ulmek, Belina, and Damoc were already there, waiting, scanning the sky behind Leitos and the others.
Just as they ducked around the edge, a hail of arrows streaked out of the storm. A steel broadhead tore a gash in the shoulder of Leitos’s robe. More clattered off the cobbles.
“Fauthian archers,” Damoc hissed. “I thought sure we had killed all those yellow bastards.”
“Snakes never die easy,” Adham panted, sliding in amongst the group as another volley rattled against the roadway. It pleased Leitos to see that he looked like his old self. Resolute, fierce, a true ice-born warrior.
Daris poked his head into the open, then jerked back an instant before an arrowhead shrieked off the corner of the wall. “There’s three, maybe four archers in the watchtower to the west. You’ll have to ask the gods how they survived that lightning strike.”
Leitos didn’t care how they’d survived, but he meant to change their luck. A quick search of the faces around him showed who was the strongest. He forced Nola into Ulmek’s unwilling arms. “Take her to the palace.” To the others, he said, “Keep them safe.”
“What are you doing?” Adham demanded, at the same time Belina said, “You cannot!”
“Go,” Leitos said.
Of them all, Ulmek alone fully understood the necessity. “Take my dagger, little brother.” An iron grin stretched his lips. “Don’t bring it back unless it’s bloody.”
Leitos did as bidden. With his hands filled with short and long steel, he nodded toward the heart of the city. “I’ll draw their attention. The rest of you get to the palace. When I’m finished here, I’ll rejoin you.”
They stared at him as if trying to etch his features into their memories. He spun away before anyone could protest further, and darted into the street.




Chapter 13
 
 
 
Instead of running for the closest cover, Leitos sprinted over the cobbled roadway in full sight of the enemy. Only when the shriek of arrows filled the air, did he take shelter.
Before he put a building between himself and the watchtower, another broadhead found him, tearing through his snug robes above one hipbone. He slammed against a shadowed wall, and looked over his shoulder to search for his companions. They had vanished. Good.
He fingered the bloody slice in his robe. Between the wind and pounding rain, he had misjudged the nearness of the falling arrows. A painful lesson, but not his first.
Once more, he ran into the open, drawing the eyes of the archers from his friends. More arrows flashed out of the storm, and again he found himself hunkered behind a wall. Twice more he broke cover, each time running full out to the next building.
At the last wall, he peeked around a corner. The watchtower clawed at the sky like a black spike, but he saw no Fauthians in the arrow loops dotting its walls. Doubtless they were situated well back from the openings in an effort to keep their bows dry.
Overhead, the worst of the storm was already blowing itself out. He had hoped it would last longer, but his short time on the island had taught him that most afternoon storms died as fast as they were born.
Delaying no longer, he skipped into a dark alley and trotted down its length, boots splashing through puddles. Keeping the last image of the tower in his mind, he judged distances and angles, and made his way from one narrow path to another, until he felt confident that he was far from where the Fauthians expected him to be.
At the mouth of an alley that let out onto a broad boulevard, he lay down on his belly and inched forward. He had moved far from where he had started, putting the tower behind him, and dappled bands of sunlight burst through the breaking clouds to shine on the tower’s walls. If he waited too long, the archers would creep out of their stronghold and give chase.
Keeping to the shadows were he could, Leitos rapidly made his way to the tower. When he reached the closed door, he pressed his ear against it. Nothing stirred within. He tried the latch, found it unlocked. Fauthians had ruled uncontended for so long, that they had developed many bad habits.
He quickly eased the door open, eyes stabbing round the interior for any movement. The way was clear. He slipped in, eased the door closed, and made for the closest pool of darkness to get his bearings.
A profusion of footprints showed in the dust layering the floor, and also on the wooden stairs leading up through the tower’s hollow center. Bars of golden sunlight slanted through arrow loops on the west side of the tower. Everywhere else, shadows lay thick. If his enemies could use them, so could he.
It was in this tower that he had heard the screams of a Yatoan woman, and saw for the first time the strange blue light of the Throat of Balaam. Past knowledge told him the ancient wooden treads were sound, if creaky. Leitos began to climb, each footfall more cautious than the previous.
He froze as a Fauthian’s lean, golden-skinned back came into view. A few aberrant smears of dirt marred his ankle-length white kilt. The man stood looking out of an arrow loop, feathered shaft nocked to bowstring.
Leitos craned his neck, searching higher up, but saw no one else. They were there, somewhere. Likely each one of those snaky bastards was poised to lob arrows at anyone they saw. They should have been scouring the city by now, but their authority over the Yatoans had relied more on an overawed reverence, than an execution of force.
Bad habits, Leitos thought again, smiling as he crept closer on his toes. One step, two, and three. His calves quivered from the strain of the measured pace. One hand tightened around the hilt of his sword, and the other around Ulmek’s dagger.
I need to get another for myself, Leitos thought absently. He had hurled his dagger at the Faceless One, before passing through the portal and finding himself in the howling white storm of Izutar.
Another step ... slow ... slow ... another....
Leitos hefted his sword, mind calm. Where the Brothers of the Crimson Shield took swords of their choosing upon admittance into the Order, they all carried common daggers, with blades shaped like spikes. Such a weapon was made for puncturing deep into flesh and allowing for very little blood flow. An assassin’s blade, without question.
Easing his sword into the scabbard, sweat began to replace drying rainwater on his brow. Try as he might, it became harder to remain detached. Fear did not trouble him, but the desire to slaughter those in league with Peropis raced his heart and quickened his breath.
Closer ... another step ... another....
The Fauthian shifted, his profile coming into view. His pulse, steady and slow, showed in a vein running up his slender neck.
Leitos froze, breath caught in his throat, his own heart thumping hard despite his best efforts to remain at ease. It suddenly seemed as if the colors of the world had been stripped to ugly grays and dull silvers. He closed his eyes, confused. When he opened them, all was as it should be, save that he had a sense of something ... an aura of vitality, extending out from the Fauthian’s skin ... reaching out ... seeking Leitos. It took every last ounce of resistance not to rush headlong at his foe.
The archer shifted back, scanning.
As Leitos eased forward, the tread under his back foot groaned, ever so softly. The Fauthian began to spin, the pulse in his neck jumping, his thin lips parting to loose a cry of warning.
Leitos sprang, silent and swift. His free hand clapped over the man’s mouth, wrenched his head back and to one side. A sharp thrust buried the dagger in the hollow under the Fauthian’s ear. The blade screamed softly as it passed through bone and into his brain. The man grunted, went stiff, then hung limp in Leitos’s arms. He eased the corpse to the floor, and after yanking his blade free, he wiped it on the man’s kilt.
As he straightened, an arrow thumped into the boards between his feet. Leitos dove for cover. A panicky shout from above filled the tower. Foregoing caution, Leitos hauled out his sword and charged up the stairs.
Four turns up, he met the yelling archer. The man fumbled an arrow, then lurched back and swung his bow like a club. Leitos swatted aside the attack with his sword, and slammed his foot into the man’s groin. The Fauthian’s scream cut off when Leitos’s dagger filled his mouth. Before his enemy could crumple, Leitos had tugged his blade free, and was rushing up and up. Every step he took seemed to fill him with more strength, more confidence.
The next Fauthian launched himself at Leitos with a wicked sword as long as Leitos was tall, its thin curving edge glinting. Leitos feinted. The Fauthian made a clumsy chopping motion, stumbled forward, and Leitos brought his sword down on the back of the Fauthian’s neck. The steel bit deep, cutting into the bone and through. Head and body separated, and blood sprayed across Leitos’s face. Laughter bubbled from his own throat, as he kicked the twitching corpse aside.
Not wasting a moment, he charged the rest of the way up, but met no one else. The stairway ended at a trapdoor set in the floor of the tower’s crown. Caution suggested he should go slow, but a sense of wellbeing flooded his veins, filled his mind with unbreakable confidence.
Leitos battered his shoulder against the door, expecting a bar to hold it shut. Instead it flew upward. Halfway open, it thudded against something and rebounded. Leitos, now partway through the opening, rammed the small door wide again. It crashed once more into a stunned Fauthian, driving him backward. Leitos’s sword sang as it split the air between them.
The Fauthian lurched away, bloody nose squashed flat from meeting the trapdoor. “Mercy!” he squealed nasally, dropping his sword.
Leitos did not slow, did not hesitate. There were too few of humankind left in the world, and here before him stood one reason for that.
“Please!” the Fauthian wailed, waving his hands in surrender. He backed up until his skinny arse pressed hard against the sill of an arched opening. “Your reward will be great, if you spare me!”
A pitiless smile twitched Leitos’s lips. “I believe we’re past mercy and rewards.”
A brutal slash of Leitos’s sword replaced one of the man’s waving hands with a gushing stump. A less than gentle poke to the belly sent the squalling Fauthian into a plunge out of the tower. A slow pair of heartbeats later, Leitos heard the grisly splat of meat impacting cobblestones.
Leitos barely noticed.
Coming out of the tower soon afterward, Leitos spared a quick glance at the crushed Fauthian, and wondered, How many more of them are about? There could also be Alon’mahk’lar in the city, maybe a sea-wolf or two.
Instead of returning to the palace, he went on the hunt.




Chapter 14
 
 
 
Another crash of furniture, punctuated by Ulmek’s curses, drifted out of the adjoining room. As that had been going on for a while, Adham ignored the racket.
His gaze skipped uneasily over the chamber’s vulgar stone monuments situated around a ring of tapered pillars. The statues were fashioned after creatures born in the Thousand Hells—Mahk’lar, creatures of shadow and hate, the first children of the Three.
In this place, under the watchful stares of those unpleasant figures, Adham had been forced to watch the Fauthian leader Adu’lin destroy the order of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. One by one, he led them away and allowed Mahk’lar to possess them. Some had screamed, others had not. But in the end only Ulmek, Sumahn, and Daris had avoided that terrible fate. And Leitos, of course, who had been with Belina at the time, and facing his own troubles with Damoc.
Adham glanced at the sunlight passing through the circular portal in the chamber’s domed ceiling. At least two hours had passed since Leitos distracted the Fauthian archers, allowing everyone else to reach the palace grounds. Adham thought of what his son had said: “The Faceless One and Peropis are the same, and she’s coming.... Time is short.” He checked the angle of the light, and thought that maybe three hours had had actually passed. Where is that blasted boy?
Considering the way Leitos had thrown himself into the task, as if he had wanted to get away from the others, and the eagerness that had lit his face as he darted into the street, Adham guessed his son might have decided to take the long way back in order to collect a few trophies. He prayed the boy was safe, but could not escape the idea that something had changed about him. A change that might be dangerous to himself, and to the others.
Along the way to the palace, Damoc had insisted they retrieve the last of his clan—a score of warriors who Adham and the others had left behind when hounding Adu’lin to the Throat of Balaam. A few Yatoans had succumbed, but only the most seriously injured—men and women, to Adham’s way of thinking, who should never have left the field of battle in the first place.
Not for the first time, it struck him that the Yatoans were either a very resilient lot, or they had wills forged of the hardest iron. A prolonged study of Damoc hobbling about the chamber heightened Adham’s suspicion that the Yatoans contained within them an unusual resistance to injury.
Damoc was clopping from one nasty statue to another, looking a challenge into each twisted face. He was moving about rather well for a man who had just that morning taken an arrow in the thigh, another in the shoulder, and had his ankle crushed when Leitos destroyed the Throat. A few days at most, and Damoc would be getting on as if he had only taken a few scratches.
“I have them!” Ulmek said, coming out of the next room. He held aloft a ball of leather thongs, all hung with teardrop-shaped amulets.
Damoc paused in his study of a figure that could have been a woman, save for the dozen tentacles waving off her body, and the obscenity of horns and mouths that represented her head. “What are they?”
Ulmek raised an eyebrow. “They are stones of protection, wards. What else would they be?”
Damoc came nearer, his crude walking stick thumping against floor tiles. He fingered one. A frown crossed his brow. “You said ‘wards’ ...... but what do they ward against?”
“Surely you jest?” Ulmek said.
“It keeps Mahk’lar from possessing the living,” Adham said, stepping closer.
The elder’s eyes widened. “So it is true—though I suppose I knew that already, after what Adu’lin did to your company. With all that has gone on this day, it slipped my attention.”
“Speak plain,” Ulmek ordered, drawing the stones out of reach.
Damoc scrubbed a hand through his dark, close-cropped hair. “Long have my people heard unbelievable tales of Mahk’lar possessing the flesh of anything that breathes.”
“I assure you, they are not tales,” Ulmek said.
“Tell us, Elder Damoc,” Adham invited, “how have your people escaped for so long unprotected?”
Damoc scowled. “Is it not enough that Alon’mahk’lar have ravished our women for generations, forcing them to birth Na’mihn’teghul, and having their souls broken in the process?”
“What your people have suffered is beyond tragedy,” Adham said, soothing the man’s temper. “But that is not what I meant.”
“What do you mean?”
Adham cast a furtive look at Ulmek, but the Brother was focused on the elder. A year ago, out of mistrust for the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, men who were strangers at the time, Adham had told Leitos to keep their secret close on the way to Witch’s Mole. So far, he and the boy had done just that. He wanted to believe they were beyond secrets, after so long amongst the Brothers. He took a deep breath. “Resisting Mahk’lar is a rare gift—”
“Rare?’ Ulmek blurted. “It is impossible!”
“You are wrong,” Adham said calmly. “Those washed in the Powers of Creation, and their offspring after them, have no need of such wards.” Before Ulmek could argue, Adham began to explain what he had told Leitos a year earlier. “After Prince Varis Kilvar destroyed the Well of Creation—”
Damoc began shaking his head in confusion. “Who is this prince, and what is a Well of Creation?”
With an effort, Adham remained outwardly calm. He had never been one to suffer interruptions. “It’s enough to know that the princeling is dead. The Well of Creation, however, was the gathering place of all the Powers of Creation once wielded by the Three—you know who the Three were, yes? Good.
“Now then, as a penance for creating the Mahk’lar, creatures who were entirely evil from the beginning, the Three made Geh’shinnom’atar. And therein they imprisoned their first children, including Peropis, herself a Mahk’lar, and sealed the Thousand Hells with the Powers of Creation.” He paused until both Damoc and Ulmek nodded in understanding, then went on.
“After Prince Varis broke that seal, the Powers of Creation spread into all the world, like ripples across a pond. My father, Kian Valara, always believed the release of those powers caused the Upheaval, or at least played a part.” Speaking of his father so soon after learning of his death pained Adham, but these men needed to know the truth.
“Gods good and wise,” Damoc breathed. “You mean a boy is at fault for all of—” he spread his arms, eyes roving over the chamber and its stone menagerie of grotesques “—all of this?”
“Yes,” Adham said.
“Tell me more about these people who can supposedly resist Mahk’lar,” Ulmek said flatly.
Adham collected his thoughts. “A random few, Kian included, absorbed some of those powers, which in turn granted him the ability to repel Mahk’lar from taking his body. And that is not all. For a time, he was able to heal his companions, even bring them back to life, though he lost that talent. He kept his strength, endurance, and long life, which are attributes he passed on to me, his only child, and which I then passed to Leitos. I believe the same holds true for the Yatoans ... seemingly all of them.”
Ulmek refused to put his skepticism to rest. “You expect me to believe that your father lived two hundred and more years?”
“I’ve walked this world for over one hundred and sixty-seven years,” Adham said. “Ba’Sel himself was present with my father at that forsaken temple.”
“He’s never spoken a word of that to me,” Ulmek said, as if that proved Adham was a liar.
Having gone so far, Adham kept pressing. “How long have you been with Ba’Sel and the Brothers?”
“Over thirty summers have passed since Ba’Sel took me in,” Ulmek said. “For the last twenty summers, I have served him in commanding the Crimson Shield. If he kept such a secret, I would know it.”
Adham laughed ruefully. “Thirty years. You must’ve been a child when you met Ba’Sel?”
“What difference does that...?” Ulmek trailed off, his scowl deepening. After a long moment, he said, “Thirty years ... and he has not aged a day.” He gave himself a shake, glanced back at Adham. “Those who were old when Ba’Sel found me oft spoke of how Ba’Sel had found them in their youth.” Wonder flashed in his dark eyes. “Damn me, I never saw it!”
“You never let yourself see it,” Adham said.
Ulmek peered at him. “But you ... you are so old.”
Adham shrugged irritably at the reminder, although he liked to think he did not look all that aged. “I began to look older than my father after my seventieth year. While I age slower than other men, the years do stack up upon my head, where they did not touch Kian, and all those he touched with the Powers of Creation—my mother, Ellonlef, and his friends Hazad and Azuri.” Adham thought a moment, then said, “I suspect that over time the Powers of Creation must get diluted. If there’s some other reason, no one has learned of it. Constantly fighting for your life has a way of discouraging close study of everything, save survival. Were it otherwise, humankind might have been able to find a way to best the Faceless One—pardon me, Peropis.”
Ulmek’s gaze cut toward Damoc. “I suppose you’re an ancient, as well, walking about in the skin of a young man?”
“Among my people, I am considered old,” the elder said. “But I’ve lived no longer than you.” He bowed his head, a look of sorrow shadowing his face. “Our Fauthian masters, with the aid of their Kelren and Alon’mahk’lar pets, have seen to it that we Yatoans never live to old age. Our women die young in birthing abominations, and many of our men end up in chains and are never seen again. We never knew our blood was useful to them.”
“There’s one thing I do not understand,” Ulmek said, drawing Adham’s attention. “If this temple you spoke of contained the Well of Creation, and the Powers of Creation spread throughout the world, washing over only a few here and there, how is it that all Yatoans ended up like your father?”
Adham considered that. “When I first saw the light within the Throat of Balaam, it reminded me of my father’s story of what happened at the temple. He said a strange column of blue fire burst free of the temple, and when that glow touched him, he thought sure he was dying. Somehow, that radiance plays a part in transforming humankind. If I do not miss my guess, the Throat of Balaam was somewhere the Powers of Creation collected in greater quantities than in other places.”
“Yes,” Damoc said slowly. “Those who found the Throat were Yatoans until they entered that place. When they came out, they had been changed into the men you knew as Fauthians. Even then, stories say, Adu’lin was their leader. Our forefathers believed the Fauthians had been blessed, and so revered them.”
Silence held among the trio for a time, then Adham said, “We should get back and see how the others are faring.”
Ulmek looked up from hanging one of the stones of protection round his neck. “Leitos will be fine. I’m sure of it.”
Adham desperately wanted to believe that, but a finger of doubt was busy twisting his insides into knots.




Chapter 15
 
 
 
“Four lifetimes of men,” Ba’Sel murmured in a singsong voice, not sure why he was saying it, but unable to stop. “Four lifetimes of men, I have trod the face of a broken world. Four lifetimes....”
Neither did he know where he was. He blinked at the sunlight filtering through a narrow window set high in the wall of a dusty room. There was also a mustiness in the air. A basement? How....
He fled the silent question, just as he had fled ... something else, some stalking danger. Always, there was danger. Danger at every turn, never giving him a moment’s peace.
“Damn you!” he cried querulously. “Leave me be!”
The listening silence that followed turned his bowels to water.
“Four lifetimes of men,” he began again, wandering around the room in overlapping circles. “Four lifetimes of men, I have trod the face of a broken world....”
Warm sunlight played across the dark skin of his hands. He jerked back, as if that golden radiance were fire. There had been thunder and rain before, he was sure of it.
His eyes rolled, seeking signs, seeking truth.
He found a puddle under the window, its surface covered with loose rafts of dust. A gently rippling band of water trickled down the wall to feed that miniature sea.
Ba’Sel snuck away from the sunlight and blanketed himself in the darkness of a far corner. Darkness was better for hiding. He needed to hide. All men needed to, for all the good it would do.
His gaze flickered back to that growing puddle ... that tiny sea. The memory of the smell of saltwater flooded his nostrils, and with it the mingled scents of seaweed, tar, and bird droppings. He fancied he could hear cackling gulls, and the lapping of water against the wood ... against longsuffering years ... against lifetimes ... four lifetimes of men....
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
“Kula-Tak seems to have survived,” Nazeen said, striding down the gangplank. As he went, he snugged his saffron-colored head cloth tighter around an unruly mop of black curls. “Better still, it’s warm as ever in Geldain.”
Close on his lieutenant’s heels, Ba’Sel nodded in agreement. Getting free of Aradan after leaving Kian and his companions behind had been no easy task, what with roving bandits, and the thick haze from countless fires turning the sun red and the nights black as pitch. But the cold that had fallen on them after the skies cleared, soon after they crossed the border from Aradan into Tureece, had been worse than any he had ever suffered. Worse yet, the stars they had seen on that first clear night had formed constellations of the far north, as if the world had shifted its seat in the heavens. But then, a good many things had shifted and changed, and there was nothing for it, save to press on.
Ba’Sel looked over the greatest port city in all of Geldain. Beyond the quays, as ever teeming with fishermen and sailors, the city’s seaside wall rose a hundred paces above turquoise waves. Mighty turret towers jutted higher still, and marched down its length. Near on a thousand years earlier, Emperor u’Hadn had raised the walls to defend the Onyx Palace. They still stood firm, their massive sandstone blocks pale gold in the early dawn light. No army had ever broken Kula-Tak, and it appeared that not even the terrible shaking wrought by the death of the Three had been able to so much as leave a mark upon the city’s defenses.
“Perhaps all of Geldain escaped the destruction,” Ba’Sel said hopefully, fingering the scab on his cheek. He had taken the wound the night Sister Ellonlef had been captured. It itched terribly, but he counted it a bargain to have escaped that attack, and the north, with his life.
The same could not be said for the rest of the warriors who had pledged their swords for the gold promised by the Izutarian mercenary, Kian Valara. Sixty Asra a’Shah had crossed the Sea of Drakarra to seek fortune in Aradan, but less than a score had returned home.
Ba’Sel hoped Kian had found the Sister of Najihar, and that she had not been transformed the way Fenahk had been. The memory of his cousin coming out of the swamp, his skin stretched too tight over the straining demon within, made Ba’Sel’s guts lurch. He pushed aside the image.
As the rest of the men clambered off the moored ship and down the gangplank, each of them walking as if the Sea of Drakarra still rolled beneath their feet, Nazeen said, “We’ll need horses and supplies. I’ve an uncle in the Sleeper’s Quarter who—”
“We’ll journey to Hashala for what we need,” Ba’Sel interrupted, in his mind seeing the Onyx Palace sitting atop the highest of four terraced hills at the heart of the city. Before the skies had caught on fire, the palace had been a landmark to seek out, a place of majesty and mystique that lured many a pilgrim into its shadow. When he considered it now, he thought of another dark building, the Black Keep El’hadar, a place of death and curses lurking at the verge between the Qaharadin Marshes and the Kaliayth Desert. Other than the elusive history of their construction, and seemingly built of the same dark materials, the two structures were nothing alike. But the similarities were enough for Ba’Sel to avoid seeing either again in his lifetime.
“A long way to walk,” Nazeen said, as the men gathered round.
Ba’Sel smiled thinly. “We are Asra a’Shah, but first and always we are Na’hani, the sand-runners of Eponta. And so we shall run.”
And so they ran a handful of days down the Emperor’s Highroad to Hashala, before turning east toward the searing desert of Eponta, with its granite peaks and cinder cones brooding over tabletop plateaus and sweeping dunes white as snow. Over those many leagues, Ba’Sel found himself recanting his earlier expectations that Geldain had come away unscathed.
It turned out that Hashala, a walled town that served traders who had no wish to suffer the bustle and squalor of Kula-Tak, had been devastated by a terrible earthquake. Uneven mounds of rubble marked where the town’s mudbrick wall had stood. Within the town, only the sturdiest houses remained erect, and those stood with cracked foundations, leaning walls, and fallen roofs. Stone cairns marking the buried dead outnumbered the living who had built them. Supplies were scarce, for most folk had fled—not to Kula-Tak, as Ba’Sel would’ve expected, but into the sun-blasted barrens that stretched between towns and cities along the Highroad, oft called the Spine of Geldain, and some even beyond to the Mountains of Fire, or anywhere else they thought safety might await them.
“They go where fire does not fall from the sky, and places where murderous spirits do not roam about,” a ragged horse trader had told them, eyes darting as if he could see specters creeping out from behind every rock or bush.
Mahk’lar was what the man meant, but Ba’Sel did not say so. There was too much trouble and despair as it was, without mentioning horrors loosed from Geh’shinnom’atar.
“Why not the king’s city?” Nazeen asked.
“Kula-Tak isn’t safe,” the trader imparted in a conspiratorial whisper, “no matter how much King Daju and his councilors say otherwise. I’ve kin who lived there, and they barely escaped with their lives. They told of darkness coming out of the ground, out of wells, out of the very walls of the Onyx Palace, rising like oiled smoke and stealing the flesh of the living, and making that flesh into other things,” he finished with a shiver.
Neither Ba’Sel nor his men argued the point, for they had seen the same. By the trader’s slow nod, he took their silence as confirmation. “With you buying the last of my stock, I’ll be on my way soon enough. Should have left before now. These lands are no longer safe.”
“Is anywhere safe?” Nazeen asked quietly, but the horse trader had no answer.
While Ba’Sel and his company did not see any Mahk’lar on the dusty roads to Eponta, there was enough destruction along the way to worry about their homelands. Evidence of the Tears of Pa’amadin, so named by Sister Ellonlef, had turned huge swaths of the desert into planes of greenish glass, or cratered its surface with unnavigable pits, forcing the warriors far afield.
A fortnight later than it should have taken, they reached their arid homelands, and discovered that many of the granite mountains of Eponta had been reduced to broken hills. The long-slumbering cinder cones now spewed molten rock. And the once pristine dunes lolled sullenly under thick blankets of choking gray ash.
Ba’Sel’s unease grew over every bitter mile of every bitter league they spent tromping under a blood-hazed sun, or drinking acrid water from once sweet springs. He kept his worries at bay by imagining taking a wife, and together raising good tall sons who would till soil and reap crops, instead of the blood and souls of men, as he had done most of his life.
He kept that dream alive until they came to Salgo, the village of his birth, and that of half the men with him. What hopefulness remained in any of them died on that day.
The village stood unharmed, but the folk who walked its few dusty streets, or sat around the village well, were folk no more. When they saw the newcomers, they attacked.
The last sight Ba’Sel had of home was his mother, naked and sprinting toward him, eyes glistening black orbs. As she came, the rich sable skin between her pendulous breasts ruptured, and the ribs underneath broke apart to disgorge a howling abomination that should never have been seen by the eyes of living men. She came, shrieking his name in a sacrilegious tongue, gobbets of rancid black meat falling from the tear in her chest to splatter at her clawed feet.
Ba’Sel and the others survived by running. That same fear kept him and his men running over the face of Geldain for many years, but it never kept them safe for long. His men died, one at a time, some taken by wandering Mahk’lar, others slaughtered by desperate bandits, and later by a new race, the Alon’mahk’lar, those who served an enigmatic being called the Faceless One who had risen up across the Sea of Drakarra. In the end, long years finished off all the rest.
But not Ba’Sel. He lingered, ageless and afraid of being alone.
Before Nazeen died in a wind-carved cave in the flank of a sandstone cliff, he suggested, “Perhaps something happened at that temple in the marshes? Perhaps it changed you?”
“Why me, and not you?” Ba’Sel countered. He held Nazeen’s withered hand in his own, which was still as strong as it had been the day Prince Varis emerged pale and ghastly from that forsaken temple, and began conjuring strange fires to turn Ba’Sel’s friends and kin to ash.
Nazeen, his last and oldest friend from the days before the Upheaval, shrugged weakly under a dirt-stiffened blanket. “Who can name the reasons the Silent God of All favors some, and not others?”
When Ba’Sel buried his friend in the lee of the same cliff that had sheltered them both, fear, his old acquaintance, turned to hate. And when, some years later, while wandering aimlessly over the northern edge of Eponta, he stumbled across what was the first of many slave mines, his hate became reckless. He attacked and killed the Alon’mahk’lar slavemasters standing guard.
After the slaughter, his mindless fury fled at the sight of the slaves, their once pale skin roasted raw under the blistering sun.
“We are Izutarians, stranger,” one slave said in answer to Ba’Sel’s question, and then introduced himself as Garsta.
“I knew an Izutarian many years gone,” Ba’Sel mused. “We rode together before....” He trailed off, knowing how unbelievable it would sound to these chained men, none of them with years enough etched on their faces to have been born before the Upheaval. “His name was Kian Valara. A good man. A—” Be’Sel cut off at Garsta’s shocked expression.
“You know the King of the North?” Garsta gasped.
“What kings I knew have all been tumbled into crypts, or their bones left for buzzards and jackals. Those who rule now, have given their souls to the Faceless One and his minions.”
“Not Kian,” Garsta insisted. “He fights still, and with him his wife, Sister Ellonlef, and the Lords Azuri and Hazad. Without them, Izutar would have fallen years ago.”
“He must be very old,” Ba’Sel said slowly.
“No older than you, friend.”
“And you don’t think that strange?” Ba’Sel questioned, more hesitant than before.
“It’s the gift of Pa’amadin,” Garsta said matter-of-factly. His fellows nodded fervent agreement.
“The Silent God of All is not known for interfering with the lives of men,” Ba’Sel said.
“Believe what you will,” Garsta answered. “But I tell you, Kian Valara lives, and he has joined the clans of Izutar together to make war against the Faceless One and his armies.”
“And yet here you stand, half a world from home.”
“The war does not go well for us,” Garsta admitted. “Be that as it may, we will never lay down our swords and spears. Lesser men willingly give themselves over to the Faceless One’s chains, but Izutar will never submit to that hell-spawned tyrant and his demon-born hordes. Until our last breath and last drop of blood, we will fight,” he finished, a wild savagery lighting his eyes.
“A noble purpose,” Ba’Sel said soothingly. “But as I said, you’re far from home.
Garsta looked around, eyes narrowed. “I know we sailed a goodly while, but where are we?”
“Geldain, across the Sea of Drakarra.”
If this shocked the Izutarian, it did not show. “I cannot repay the favor I ask, but if you could lead us to Kula-Tak, there are those who can get us home.”
“Kula-Tak is the stronghold of the enemy in these lands,” Ba’Sel said.
“All the world is the stronghold of the Faceless One,” Garsta said. “Yet every fortress has cracks and weaknesses that cunning vermin can sneak through.”
Ba’Sel eventually agreed to the man’s request, and when he left him and his companions outside the city, he vowed to help any other slaves he happened across. An easy bargain to make, as he never expected to see another Izutarian. But over the intervening years, one slave mine became many, and then more, until you could scarcely miss finding one.
Knowing he would need aid, Ba’Sel searched the wildest realms of Geldain for other fugitives. With the old ways dead and buried under the dust of a lost age, Ba’Sel abandoned the name Asra a’Shah, and created a new order. In time, the Brothers of the Crimson Shield became known as men who fought from the shadows, men who did not fear the Faceless One, or his demon-born terrors.
Again and again over the years, Ba’Sel heard the name Kian Valara, the King of the North, and he kept his word to help where and when he could. Over four lifetimes of men, he and his warriors trod the face of a broken world. Four lifetimes—
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“—of men, I have trod the face of a broken world,” Ba’Sel whispered, snared briefly in the murky fog hovering between mislaid years and the present. His eyes shone wet and hot in the deepening gloom. He didn’t remember the sun setting, but it had. So, too, had the puddle of water evaporated.
“Mother?” he pleaded. “Nazeen? Ishin?” he cast about, searching dark corners, and found their faces peering at him, expressionless, dead. All dead. Everyone he knew, gone. And yet he lingered still. Ageless. Afraid. Alone.
Hide.
Ba’Sel flinched violently. No one was with him. Had the warning come from his own mind? “H-hello?”
Hide.
“Who’s there?” He pressed himself into a tight ball, head buried under his arms.
A thudding boom came from across the room. Ba’Sel saw a flickering light outlining the edge of a door he had previously missed. Or did I come through it?
Must have, and now someone has followed.
“Go away,” he whimpered. “Gods good and wise, leave me in peace.”
Boom! The noise reverberated and rebounded off itself, pounded into Ba’Sel’s skull. Boom! ... Boom! ... Boom!
Slow, deliberate blows. Jagged cracks showed in the door.
Boom! Boom! Boom!
A long, splintered length of wood flew inward, bounced over the floor. Ba’Sel could not stifle a scream.
Boom! ... Boom! ... Boom!
Now there was another noise. A growling voice, deep, guttural. The words savaged his wits like the flashing teeth of wolves. He knew what spoke, knew the face it wore.
“Leave me be!” he wailed.
Rough laughter tore through the gaps in the door, and a last crashing blow ripped it off the hinges. The Alon’mahk’lar ducked into the room and stood straight, lifting a torch with one six-fingered hand, and in the other it held a brutal sword, more like a plank of edged steel. Wavering torchlight danced over the creature’s black-slashed crimson hide and dense slabs of muscle. Its head turned slowly, one pair of twisting horns brushing the ceiling. The second pair curled down around its neck. When it lifted it blunted snout to catch the scent, Ba’Sel saw the telltale glint of dull silver behind its protuberant eyes. He began to tremble uncontrollably.
The Alon’mahk’lar came closer. Ba’Sel tried to edge back from the flood of torchlight, and when he could not, he skittered to another corner. It was no use. There was nowhere he could flee that the demon-born could not follow.
“Long have we sought you,” the beast said, face twisting as if the taste of human words was excrement upon its tongue.
Ba’Sel caught a subtle flicker of movement behind the creature, heard the barest scraping of a boot over the dusty floor. “You do not seek the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, demon-born,” intoned a deadly soft voice. “It is we who seek you.”
Whirling, the Alon’mahk’lar smashed its sword against the doorjamb. Splintered wood and broken stone flew. The beast’s target had joined with the shadows, shifting one way, then the other, a being cut from the cloth of night. The length of two blades, one short, the other long, shimmered with beads of blood in the torchlight.
Steel flashed without warning, and the demon-born roared a curse that froze Ba’Sel’s blood. The creature’s antagonist spun in, sword darting, dagger slashing, then spun away to rejoin the undulating darkness beyond the light.
Enraged, the Alon’mahk’lar hurled the torch, and a shower of sparks exploded off the wall. A deeper darkness fell over the room. Bellowing, the demon-born became a thrashing mass in the dirty orange murk. Where it blundered, its enemy danced easily away, steel flashing. Another cursing grunt filled the air, and an arc of scalding wetness splattered across Ba’Sel’s face. Blood. He recoiled, brushed at it with hectic fingers.
“When you see your mistress,” came that terrible soft voice, “tell her House Valara stands.”
The noise of steel chopping flesh turned the demon-born’s next curse into a bubbling gasp. Steel rang against bone, and Ba’Sel heard two distinct thumps in the gloom.
Whispering footsteps in the dark. The head of the smoldering torch rose up to light a pair of pursed lips. A gentle breath flared the embers. A second breath brought a small, guttering flame that showed a familiar face. Familiar, but different.
“Leitos?” Ba’Sel asked, unsure.
“Did you expect someone else?” The youth chuckled. “I suppose by now Ulmek might be out searching for you. But that is of no matter. Come. Night is falling, and I’m not sure I was able to kill all the demon-born left in Armala.”
The way he said it sent a chill down Ba’Sel’s spine, for it sounded as if he hoped there were more. “Better to hide,” he warned. “Hiding keeps you safe.”
Leitos lifted the torch to light the headless Alon’mahk’lar. His eyes glittered with impatience. “Cowering here in the dark doesn’t seem to have served you so well, Brother. But, if that is your wish,” he said, turning and walking out of the room, “I will leave you to it.”
Ba’Sel hesitated only a moment, then rushed to catch up with Leitos. The youth favored him with a look of pity and weary disgust. Ba’Sel didn’t begrudge Leitos his judgments. The boy simply did not understand the weight of so many long years, of so many deaths.
Before they escaped the building, the allure of the white sands of Eponta once more beckoned to Ba’Sel. He went reluctantly, but he went because his mother was there, and Nazeen, and Ishin, and all those he had lost. Demons also awaited him, hungry for a nibble of his soul. But he had faced them before, over and over again. Four lifetimes of men....




Chapter 16
 
 
 
Hours after hearing it, Belina’s mind was still spinning from what Adham and her father had told everyone after they returned from the palace. All that about something called the Well of Creation, and how some folk were washed in its powers, and how those powers changed folk. Of course, she would never have felt changed, because she and all her people had been born the same as Adham and Leitos, with certain abilities that most of humankind did not possess. She wondered if her visions were part of it, or something left over from before the Well of Creation was destroyed?
She supposed none of it really mattered. Their enemies were the same as ever, and fighting them was the only choice. If she had a wish, it was to know how Leitos fared. He is well, she thought. He must be, for the sake of us all.
With some effort, she concentrated on Nola. Gently, she brushed back the fall of dark hair from her sister’s sweaty brow. Nola moaned softly, wincing in her sleep. There was no telling if it was pain or horrible dreams that troubled her. Likely both. Watery blood had soaked through the bandages swaddling her cheek and eye, and would soon need changing.
For now, Belina tucked a thin blanket up under her sister’s chin, wishing she could do more. She had the same feeling for her wounded clansmen spread around the floor. Ulmek and Adham had decided to house the wounded in the large gathering hall of the barracks, the same place Adu’lin had used to confine the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. “Better here than anywhere inside that accursed palace,” Adham had said, and Ulmek agreed.
Something terrible must have happened to them at the palace, but neither were inclined to speak of it. If Belina had to guess, that was where Adu’lin allowed a host of Mahk’lar to possess the Brothers.
“You should get some sleep,” Damoc said, grimly clutching his walking stick to keep from falling on his face.
“I’m fine,” Belina lied. She unconsciously cut her eyes toward the doors, which were guarded by a pair of able-bodied Yatoans. Hidden around the grounds, Damoc had also positioned several archers. Hours had passed since Leitos went after the Fauthians in the watchtower, and now night lay heavy over the city. Where is he?
Damoc gazed at her, winnowing out her concerns. “The boy faced the Bane of Creation and destroyed the Throat,” he said with a murmur of awe. “I expect he can handle a few Fauthian runts—even a stray Alon’mahk’lar or three. I learned the hard way that he has uncommon skill with a sword and dagger.”
“Even the greatest warrior can die,” she answered quietly, and immediately wished she could take it back. She did not want to think about Leitos dying.
Grunting and sighing, Damoc slowly settled himself to the floor next to his daughters, then leaned against a wall. He sat with his legs stretched out, one with a bandage around an arrow wound taken when breaching Armala’s wall, and the other with a wrapped ankle. In the frantic rush to catch Adu’lin before he reached the Throat of Balaam, Damoc had been able to disregard his hurts. Now pain etched his features, and there were dark hallows under his eyes.
“How is she?” he asked, hesitating briefly before resting his palm on Nola’s brow.
“Better than she should be,” Belina admitted. When she had first seen her wounds, she had been sure Nola would perish. Now it seemed she would only suffer terrible scarring.
Only, she thought dismally as she looked at her sister’s face. She was unable to speak aloud the nature of the grievous wound. Nola had never been vain, but she had been beautiful....
Belina gave herself a shake, and fled from the thought that her sister would resemble one of the sea-wolves, who purposefully disfigured themselves with ugly brands. Nola was alive, that was what was important, and the chances were high that she would be on her feet in a few days.
“She’s always been stronger than most,” Damoc allowed.
“Some of the others will not survive the night.”
Damoc’s lips moved, but made no sound. He closed his eyes, let his chin rest on his chest. In moments, he was snoring softly. Belina let him sleep.
Across the room, Sumahn sat at a table with Daris. When the stern young brother thought Belina was not paying attention, he cast furtive glances at Nola. He grimaced each time his gaze fell on her, as if her pains hurt him. And perhaps they did. Without question, they had grown close in a short time. Belina had seen the same thing happen often amongst those who shared in battle.
Seated near the door at another table, Adham was talking in hushed tones with Ulmek. He had wanted to mount a search for his son, and still did. So far Ulmek had placated him, reasoning that it was better to avoid dividing what few warriors they had to scour the city. Like Damoc, Ulmek was positive Leitos was safe. If Leitos did not arrive soon, Belina knew Adham would go looking on his own, despite Ulmek’s objections. If he did, she would join him.
She eased her back against the wall, and began muttering vague prayers for his safety under her breath. Between one and the next, weariness overcame her, and her eyes drooped and her murmurs trailed away.
At a commotion from outside the hall, Belina sat up, and began chastising herself for sleeping after she had assured herself she wouldn’t, not with Leitos still missing.
A sharp warning froze everyone in the hall. Belina leaped to her feet. Damoc waved his hand at her, and she paused long enough to haul him up. Before she reached the door, it swung inward and Leitos stepped into the light. Belina halted abruptly, and Damoc careened into her back. She felt her mouth fall open in shock.
Dried blood covered Leitos’s sand-hued robes and snug trousers. His dark hair, longer than she had seen any man wear save for Ulmek and Sumahn, stuck out in stiff maroon-tinted strands. His eyes, blue as a dawn sky, seemed feverish, eager, as if he was only stopping by long enough to say he was leaving again to resume the hunt.
Hand gripping the hilt of his sword, Leitos took in every face at a glance, then motioned to someone behind him. All eyes turned when a dark-skinned stranger came shuffling in. His shoulders were hunched, and his black eyes rolled wildly. Everything about him spoke of a man adrift on a sea of fear. Robis came in after them, bow half-drawn. He flashed an uncertain grin at Belina, but she ignored him, much as she always did.
“Ba’Sel?” Ulmek said to the newcomer, slowly rising out of his chair.
Belina frowned at the name, having heard it before. “He’s their leader.”
“He’s also a madman,” Damoc said cautiously.
Ulmek moved to Ba’Sel, tried to take him by the shoulder, but the fearful warrior reared back, slamming into Robis and knocking him flat. Ba’Sel’s frightened cries had roused the rest of the Yatoans in the hall before Ulmek and Sumahn could subdue him. Raving, still thrashing, they carried him into another room. Leitos watched them go, his face blank, unreadable.
Belina went to him, reached out, but he leaned away.
“I’m fine,” he said. “The blood isn’t mine.”
Relief flooded through her, and she tried to embrace him, but he caught her shoulders and held her back.
“Now is not the time,” he said coolly.
Stung, Belina backed away.
Then Adham was there, jostling his way through the tightening press. “Gods!” he growled, wrapping Leitos in a fierce, inescapable hug. “You gave me a fright, boy!” He pushed Leitos to arm’s length, taking in his shabbiness. “Did you have to bathe in the blood of your enemies?”
Leitos’s mouth worked, and then he laughed, and some of that furious light left his eyes. “Never say Fauthians and Alon’mahk’lar don’t bleed well.”
Having climbed to his feet, Robis snorted, but rousing laughter overrode his disdain. Shouts of, “How many?” and, “Did you leave any for us?” rang out.
Leitos made a courageous bid to keep his features neutral, but in the end he failed miserably. In time, he was laughing and joking with the now cheering Yatoans.
When the good cheer settled down, Damoc eased Belina aside, and clasped Leitos’s forearm. “It’s good to see you, boy.”
“And you, Elder Damoc,” Leitos agreed a little uncertainly. Doubtless, he was remembering that her father had tried to kill him the night before, when Damoc still believed Leitos was a threat to the clan. That attempt had almost cost Damoc his life.
“No need to stand on ceremony,” Damoc said. “You’re a hero, and our gratitude will never be payment enough for what you have done for me and the clans of Yato.”
For the first time since coming into the hall, a look of unease flitted over Leitos’s features. “There are no heroes, only survivors, and too few of us at that. But we will need them all, and soon.”
“Be that as it may, we’re all alive because of you, and what you did. Besides, there are more of us than you think. Why, we have nearly two thousand warriors who could join us on the morrow to defend this city and all the isles of Yato.”
“Our fight is not to hold Armala or Yato,” Leitos said stiffly.
“Fight?” Robis blurted, as Ulmek and Sumahn came back into the hall after tending to Ba’Sel. “What need have we to fight anyone? According to Damoc, you’ve singlehandedly wiped out the Fauthian scourge and the Bane of Creation. Who is there to fight?” He didn’t bother to conceal his doubts about Leitos’s accomplishments, but some of his fire dwindled under Damoc’s stony expression.
Leitos shoved through the throng and climbed up on a table in the center of the hall. Everyone stood rapt, waiting. “The Faceless One was a myth,” he began. “I should say, the Faceless One was as real as the dead flesh worn by any Mahk’lar. I destroyed him, only to reveal our true enemy—Peropis, the Eater of the Damned. She is aware of the threat we pose, and she means to not only end humankind, but to enslave our souls within Geh’shinnom’atar. We must stop cowering in the shadows, striking soft blows here or there, and bring open war to our enemies. We must eventually conquer the port city of Kula-Tak, Peropis’s seat of power in Geldain. If we fail in taking Geldain and Kula-Tak, we may survive for a time, but eventually she will destroy all humankind.”
“Fool!” Robis bleated. “You turned the demon-whore’s attention on us, and now expect us to go to war for your mistake—”
Damoc’s open hand cracking across the youth’s face cut off his shout. “Shut your dung-gobbling mouth! You have no voice here! Besides that, did you actually believe we had escaped Peropis’s attention?”
“Fool, am I?” Robis snarled, backing out of reach with one hand clutched to his reddening cheek. “You are the fool! All of you are, if you would follow this ... this bringer of death!”
“Be still!” Damoc roared.
“Let him speak,” Leitos said tonelessly. “It’s best to cut all tethers to anyone who is half-hearted, those unwilling to sacrifice everything, even their own lives, if necessary. Single-minded fearlessness and strength are needed to throw the enemy’s yoke off our shoulders. Anything less, any wavering conviction, any hesitation when the blood runs thick and deep on the field of battle, and when the screams of the dying fill the air, will only hasten the annihilation of humankind.”
Belina cringed with all the rest at Leitos’s underlying accusation that some of them were unwilling to fight.
“Open your eyes,” Robis said, waving a hand over the few Yatoans able to stand, and all the rest who had propped themselves up on elbows to hear Leitos speak. “Can’t you see? Or do you refuse to see? He came to our camp not so long ago, and already we have lost most of our warriors. How many do you think will survive if the clans try to steal all of Geldain from Peropis and her demon-born armies? None, I say. We will all die!”
“If we do nothing, we are already dead,” Leitos said simply. “You, Robis, proved yourself in the battle to take Armala. But I mistrust your fear. You would never sacrifice for another, let alone all humanity, and so you are useless.”
Disapproving murmurs filled the gathering hall. Leitos absorbed them all, his face expressionless.
Eye bulging, Robis shouted, “Wars are fought with armies!”
Now the murmurs became shouts of agreement.
Leitos gazed over the gathered, his features as inscrutable as ever. If it stunned him that so many had turned so quickly, he did not let it show. It almost seemed as if he had expected no less.
Damoc calmed everyone with a gesture. “Much as I would like to stuff Robis in a barrel,” he said to Leitos, “the boy makes a fair argument.”
Leitos conceded the point with a curt nod. “I know where to find those who would stand against our enemies—an army’s worth of fighters. They will need leaders to guide them to victory. I hope the warriors of Yato will provide that leadership.”
Robis edged closer, and Belina saw a familiar cockiness in the set of his mouth. “You know of a secret army, just as you know we must attack Geldain. Tell us, how do you know these things?”
“I know because I walked boldly where others feared to put the first toe.” Leitos said it so smoothly that Belina knew he was hiding something. Not lying, but holding something back. “In the Throat of Balaam, I alone faced the Bane of Creation and—”
“Who you claim is actually Peropis,” Robis cut in.
“—and in so doing,” Leitos went on, overriding Robis, “I learned of the true threats that face us, and what we must do to survive.” He fixed his gaze on the sneering Yatoan youth. “Our enemy is the same, whether bearing the name the Bane of Creation, the Faceless One, or the Eater of the Damned.”
No one spoke for a moment, then Robis turned to his people. “I say let this fool chase after death as he chooses. We will hold Yato and Armala. We have no need for the troubles that await us in Geldain. Our war has already been won. Our homelands are safe and free.”
As the cheers for Robis rose higher, Leitos stood still as a statue, dirty and battered, one bloody hand on the hilt of his bloody sword. For the first time since meeting him, Belina saw not the youth, but the unbending figure in her visions, the man of shadow and steel, the bringer of death. But whose death? She had never asked herself that. A shiver tingled her spine, and sour bile gurgled in her throat.
A smile gradually spread across Leitos’s face, but it did not reach his eyes. It was no smile at all, Belina saw, but a grimace of disgust. The chatter continued for a while, arguments back and forth about the proper course, until more and more folk began to see his ghastly expression. One by one, they fell silent.
“Join me and fight,” Leitos said woodenly, “or remain here, healing, fortifying Armala, and telling yourselves lies about a future you will never know. I care not which. Whatever your choice, I need it by dawn.”
Damoc raised his hands as Leitos made to leap from the table. “Hold, boy! Surely there is no need for such haste? Besides, it’s not as if you can defeat Peropis and her hordes alone.”
“Oh, but he can,” Robis hooted. “After all, he’s the slayer of the Faceless One, who is not the Faceless one at all, but Peropis who, it happens, is not actually slain!” Jeering laughter met this, far more than Belina would have expected from the people who had cheered Leitos when he first arrived.
“I will await your answer,” Leitos said to Damoc, each word hard and cold as ice. “I depart at sunrise.”
“Do you intend to swim back to Geldain?” Robis called, earning more derisive laughter.
“If I must,” Leitos growled. He jumped from the table and stalked out of the hall. His response, despite the bitterness of it, only brought more heckling.




Chapter 17
 
 
 
Leitos had no intention of waiting for help from a pack of self-deluded idiots who believed they had won something more than a dead city sitting atop a useless rock in the sea. He had read the unwillingness in their eyes, heard it in their laughter, and knew their minds were made up. And so was his. He had made his choice, and there was no reason to delay.
As soon as he entered his room, he began stuffing supplies into a haversack. It turned out he had much less than what he needed, and the haversack made a pathetic bundle. He would need to head down to the wrecked ships and see what he could find.
“I thought we had until dawn?” Adham asked behind him.
Leitos spun to find Ulmek and Damoc standing with his father. Behind them waited Belina, Sumahn, and Daris.
“I will not be slaughtered with the rest of those witless sheep,” Leitos said. He bit back anymore he might say, but only because these people before him were not enemies deserving his wrath.
“So you do mean to swim back to Geldain,” Damoc said, one finger tapping his pursed lips to hide his wry amusement.
Leitos bit back an acid retort. “The Bloody Whore and the Night Blade still rest upon the reef. Both ships carried longboats. I can rig a sail. And if not that, I’ll row.”
“Before you do,” Damoc said, growing serious, “why don’t you tell us how you intend to raise this mysterious army of yours? A solid strategy will go much further in convincing the others, than scorn and condemnation.”
Leitos snorted in disgust. “From what I saw, they would rather lick Robis’s arse, than do what they must to survive.”
“Enough!” Adham said, stepping forward. “You’ve been behaving like a blood-hungry Kelren ever since you stepped out of the Throat.”
Bewildered by the accusation, Leitos’s gaze shifted from one to another. His father’s discomfiture was scrawled across every face. Did they really think he was behaving any differently than he ever had? More than the doubts, the ridiculous questions, the mocking laughter, it was their unease that put his back up. He was not a wild animal loose in their midst, just a warrior doing all he could to win against a deadly enemy.
“I am hungry for the blood of our enemies,” he said. “Mahk’lar, Alon’mahk’lar, Na’mihn’teghul, and anyone who bends a knee to the Bane of Creation, no matter if they believe that being is the Faceless One or Peropis. I hunger to crush those enemies without mercy. If you do not have the same appetite, you should question where your loyalties lie.”
“We all want the same thing,” Damoc allowed, but Leitos heard a hesitancy that he misliked. “All we ask, before agreeing to sail off to attack the whole of Geldain, is that you give us some idea of how you intend to succeed.”
And so Leitos told them of the idea that had taken root soon after he first stepped foot into Zuladah, when Zera still walked at his side. His voice brimmed with more confidence than he felt. After Leitos finished, no one spoke for a long time.
“It may work,” Ulmek said at last. “Of course, your plan needs a lot of luck, but I’m intrigued by the overall notion.”
“Even if it doesn’t work,” Sumahn said, “I’ll march with you, little brother.”
“As will I,” Daris piped, his constant grin nervous but willing.
“We all will,” Damoc announced. “As you said, we have no choice, if we are to have a chance of survival. However, I will need to summon all the elders to a Great Council. They must hear what is at stake, and then decide the fate of their clans.”
Leitos mulled that. “How long?”
“A few days ... if that is acceptable to you?” Damoc’s wry amusement had moved from his lips to his voice.
“Of course,” Leitos said, a small flare of hope sparking in his chest. “And if you need something more to convince the elders, be sure to tell them that Peropis means to escape the Thousand Hells, along with her kindred. Afterward, she will not just slaughter humankind, she will fill Geh’shinnom’atar with our souls. There will be no hope of Paradise, only everlasting agony.”
Six pairs of eyes slowly widened as he spoke. Leitos chuckled darkly, sharing with them a bit of his own contemptuous mirth.
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Zera came before him, her expression neutral but beautiful as ever. In the sooty murk at her back, more people materialized, then faded, replaced by still others, like bits of spoiled meat bubbling to the surface of a vile stew. Some wore scarred Kelren faces, and others the golden miens of Fauthians. Leitos had killed them all, and they hated him. Let them hate, for they earned my wrath.
Leitos reached through shadowed smoke with hands soaked in blood to the wrists. It gathered into large, trembling drops at his fingertips. When those drops fell away, he felt cleansed, unburdened. And why shouldn’t the blood of his enemies bring him peace?
When Zera smiled, a gruel of clotted black fluid bubbled through her teeth. “A slayer pays for stolen lives, until the wind of the ages has scattered the dust of his life.”
“They were enemies,” Leitos said.
“Was I?”
“No. I loved you. I still do.”
“A slayer does not know love.”
“You are wrong.”
“All that you love will perish, slayer.”
Leitos shook his head in denial. His bloody hands reached out. Before he could touch her, Zera crumbled and puffed away on unfelt currents. Behind her, the faces of all those he had cut down became Adham and Belina, Ulmek and Ba’Sel, Sumahn, Daris. Everyone he knew. Wilting, drying, they broke apart, became motes of swirling ash.
“A slayer pays....”
Leitos sat up, eyes darting, cold sweat pebbling his skin. He flung off his thin coverlet. The panted breaths filling his lungs seemed thin, insubstantial. He dropped his feet to the floor, and instantly recoiled from the clamminess of the tiles, so like the cooling flesh of a skinned animal.
A dream, he told himself, struggling to calm himself. It was not the first time Zera had condemned him in a dream, but he knew that seeing her was just a sign of the guilt he carried in his heart for killing her. That deed, an accident born of fear, was the only blame he allowed himself to nurture. A slayer he may be, but not by choice. Peropis and her minions had forced him to become a killer.
But did she really? A sly voice asked, and showed him an image of the Fauthian who had begged mercy atop the watchtower several days before. Leitos saw himself poke a sword into the man, forcing him back until he toppled from the tower. He heard the man’s prolonged scream, then the thud of meat and bone impacting unyielding cobblestones. Did that man die because of Peropis?
“Yes,” Leitos said, speaking vehemently to the silence around him. He thought he heard low, soft laughter.
Leitos stood and padded softly to the window overlooking the palace grounds. The sun had not yet risen, but a ghostly gray half-light covered the world. In the semidarkness, Armala slumbered. “A city of Black Keeps,” his father had named it, a place of curses built by demons before the age of men, Zera had told him. He hated the sight of it, despised the dread it filled him with. He wanted to be away.
“I will leave soon,” he promised the coming dawn.
The Yatoan elders had begun arriving a few days before, men and women, each guarded by a contingent of warriors, and only set apart from those they ruled by the colorful sashes of rank each wore. All except Damoc. He seemed content to wear his forest-hued tunic and trousers.
After the last elder had arrived, Damoc took them to the Throat of Balaam, proving its destruction, then guided them through Armala, showing them how it had been abandoned. The night before, he feasted them in the great hall of their fallen enemy, Adu’lin. Leitos had avoided the affair. Fine food and small talk was irrelevant. “Will you fight?” was the only question they needed to answer.
And still I wait, he thought, impatient.
Unable to sit still, he dressed in snug trousers, tunic, and his close-fitting robes. After belting on his sword and a dagger collected from one of the Brothers Adu’lin had turned into demon-possessed fiends, he draped a full quiver over his back and fetched his bow.
Silence held within the barracks, and Leitos walked softly enough not to disturb it. Other than a few sleepy-eyed guards, most Yatoans were still abed. Let them sleep, he thought. Let them believe their victory is complete.
Beyond the palace grounds, Armala lay quiet under the brightening sky. The sun was just beginning to cast its first rays over the mist-shrouded peaks to the west. In the east, those bars of light painted massing thunderheads crimson. The normal midday storm might be stronger than usual.
For now it was a fine morning for hunting, though in the last few days his searches had yielded only another pair of Fauthians, and no Alon’mahk’lar. The few Yatoan patrols that had gone out had found even less. Yato, he reasoned, might actually be rid of foes.
But in Geldain, there were plenty of Alon’mahk’lar, those like the slavemasters, huge creatures with horned heads and six-fingered hands. There were also Alon’mahk’lar of a different sort, those creations of rebel Mahk’lar who possessed every crawling creature to make unspeakable abominations. And, too, the Na’mihn’teghul, who were able to go about in human flesh until they chose to reveal their true nature, usually a freakish kind of wolf. Zera had been unique among that breed, able to become a winged being of flesh and spirit. He hoped to never meet such a creature again.
After spending a long hour poking through dusty towers and manses, and studying grim monuments fashioned by demented minds, Leitos made his way back toward the palace. Before he reached the walls, he found Belina sitting on a bench. She didn’t seem to notice that the bench’s dark stone base was carved all over with screaming, inhuman faces. Neither did the dry fountain nearby appear to trouble her. It was a miscreation of ghastly proportions, graven feathers, wrinkled skin, and scores of twisted arms and legs. At least he thought they were limbs. They could have been serpents, or....
The thought trailed off under Belina’s clear hazel gaze. Pushing a lock of dark hair behind her hear, she looked at him as if uncertain who or what she was seeing. Ever since he came out of the Throat, Belina and everyone else had started favoring him with a similar expressions. Let them think what they will.
“I would have expected to find you with your people,” Leitos said, taking a seat at the far end of the bench.
“They departed an hour ago.”
“I suppose after a long journey and a night of feasting, they must’ve been—” Leitos cut off, belatedly registering what she had said. He put on an eager grin. “Departed so soon? So, they must have seen reason? Of course, after hearing about what I learned in the Throat of Balaam, why would they delay? Only a fool would dismiss the danger we face. How long before they return with warriors?”
Belina stared at her hands. “They are not returning—with warriors or otherwise.”
Leitos’s grin became brittle, slowly crumbled. His mind whirled, trying to understand. When the answer came, it wore a sneering face. “Robis,” he snarled, hand involuntarily dropping to the hilt of his sword. “I’ll—”
“You’ll what?” Belina interrupted, her worry palpable.
Not worry, Leitos realized, but stark fear bordering on terror. It trembled her mouth, shone in her eyes.
He tried to resurrect his broken grin, but it felt more like a hateful leer. “I’ll strip him bare and toss him into a pool brimming with fangfish,” he said, hoping the old jest between them would hide what he had intended to say. I’ll carve out his reeking bowels, had been the threat on his lips, a threat he had no trouble seeing himself make a reality.
With some effort, Belina composed herself. “It was not Robis,” she said at last. “At least, not much. He is a fool, and just a few years removed from boyhood, besides. Anyone who doesn’t know that already, figures it out after listening to him prattle on for a few minutes.”
“Then who?”
“All of them, save for my father.”
Leitos leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees. “I never would have believed your people could be so afraid.”
“It was not fear that decided them.” Belina hesitated. “They did not believe what you said about Peropis wanting to bind our souls in Geh’shinnom’atar. Most of my clan doesn’t believe you, either, although they do accept that you destroyed the Throat. They name you a hero, but they do so with sadness, for they think the effort broke your mind.”
Leitos gritted his teeth. “And you?”
Refusing to look at him, Belina shifted on the bench. “I ... I don’t know.” Now she searched his face. “When you stood on that table in the gathering hall, I knew you were not lying, but I also knew you were hiding something. Tell me, Leitos, how did you really learn what you told us?”
Your dead sister told me, the only woman I have ever loved, and the woman I killed. He couldn’t tell her that. It might even have been a mistake to reveal the truth to his father.
Aloud, he said, “Everything I told was the truth. That is all that matters.” He stood up, settled his sword belt. “Perhaps it’s better this way. With so few of humankind to trouble her, maybe Peropis will spare those who are left. And, perhaps, if I travel alone, she will miss my coming.”
“Alone? What are you talking about?”
“Stay and cower with the rest, if you will,” Leitos said, failing to restrain his disappointment. “But I know what has to be done, if no one else does. And I will do it.”
“What, conquer Geldain by yourself? Fight Peropis and her armies singlehandedly?” Belina spat, jumping off the bench. She had to stretch, but she managed to jam her nose against his. “Will you lay siege to Kula-Tak with just your sword and bow, Leitos? Maybe what everyone says is true. Maybe you are mad!”
Leitos wrapped his anger in a cold fist and stepped backward. “My grandfather faced Peropis alone. It could be that is the fate of the Valara line, to stand where everyone else falls on their faces before their master. I will not bow or cower. I will fight. Alone, if need be.”
Belina closed in and stabbed a finger against his chest. “You can tell yourself that you fight when no one else will, but you will not be leaving Yato alone!” She spun, kicked a loose cobble across the courtyard, then stalked away, muttering curses under her breath.
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
True to Belina’s word, a pair of single-masted Yatoan longboats departed the largest isle of Yato the following morning, their long oars helping guide the boats past the shattered hulks of the Kelren slave ships the Bloody Whore and her sister the Night Blade. They made their way north into deep and treacherous waters. Damoc said it would take a fortnight, at the least, to reach Geldain. But that estimate would only hold true if all went well on Witch’s Mole, where they needed to gather supplies left behind by the Brothers of the Crimson Shield.
Leitos and Adham, Sumahn and Daris, Ulmek and a rocking and muttering Ba’Sel all shared one longboat with a dozen of Damoc’s faithful warriors. In the other, Belina tended Nola, who had refused to be left behind. Their father sat in the bow, his eyes on the horizon, while another dozen warriors took turns manning the longboat’s four pairs of oars. A pitifully small army, but Leitos and everyone else had outwardly voiced the opinion that they were the hard core that would give rise to a far greater force. Inwardly, they battled fear and doubt. No army of any size had ever bested Peropis when she had worn the mask of the Faceless One, so how could they hope to do so now?
To the few Yatoans who watched the departure along the shore, Robis solemnly declared, “We will never see any of them again.” A brash and foolhardy youth he might be, but no one refuted him.




Chapter 19
 
 
 
Lying under a concealing bush near the shore, Leitos listened as the breeze hooted and shrilled through the hollows that peppered Witch’s Mole, the largest and northernmost of the Singing Islands. It was a familiar and welcome sound after days of listening to the steady creak of oarlocks, the rustle of wind in the sails, and the lapping of the sea against the hulls of the longboats. Leitos supposed coming ashore was as close to a homecoming as he had ever known. Waves crashed in the distance, and spiraling seabirds cackled and squawked overhead.
“You remember how Halan used to collect gull’s eggs?” Adham asked next to him. “Gods good and wise, what I wouldn’t give for some of his cooking, something to cut the taste of salt fish from my tongue.”
“Don’t remind me,” Leitos said, belly growling, even as his heart ached for the loss of the meditative Brother, and so many others.
After looking at the fall of the shadows, he estimated they had a while yet to watch their prey. Sumahn and Daris would be along soon. Leitos settled into a more comfortable position, and fought the allure of dozing off in the dappled sunlight.
As expected, it had taken them the better part of a fortnight to sail from Yato to Witch’s Mole, where they would gather all the supplies the Kelren attack had forced them to abandon. The problem was, a good many sea-wolves still inhabited the island, those who had been left behind when their crewmates fled for Yato with Adham, Ba’Sel, and several more Brothers chained in the hold of the Night Blade.
In the meantime, the Kelren castaways had been busy building a flotilla of rafts. Ulmek was of the mind that none of the sea-wolves could be allowed to leave. As Kelrens had long since sided with the Bane of Creation, no one who had sailed from Yato disagreed. But killing so many slavers with little more than thirty warriors, would be no small feat.
Growing impatient, Leitos wormed about in the sandy soil and leaf litter. For the tenth time that morning, he counted the figures moving about on the sickle-shaped beach. Even at a distance, the sea-wolves looked brutal. Besides wide-bladed cutlasses at their waists, men and women alike wore only grubby white or black breeches that ended at the knee. To the last, their sun-darkened skin was covered in vulgar brands. The more brands a Kelren displayed, the greater their prowess and station within their clans.
“There’s nearly two score, now,” Leitos said. “Most are staggering drunk.”
“I would’ve thought they had run out of whatever swill they drink.”
“I wish it would’ve killed them,” Leitos allowed. “If anything, it seems to only make more of them.”
“Many more, if the number of rafts they have already built means anything,” Adham said, gray eyes narrowed.
Leitos checked the angle of the sun again, then the slope behind them. He tried to ignore a tickle of unease. “Sumahn and Daris should’ve been here by now. I think we—” he cut off when Adham’s eyes flared and he thrust a quieting finger against his lips.
Slowly, Leitos faced the beach, and cursed softly under his breath. A small band of Kelrens was heading their way. Two women, their breasts bare and swaying in time with their footsteps, and three brutish men, their raised scars rippling over corded muscle.
An apprehensive silence fell over Leitos and Adham. If they were found, all hope of surprise was lost.
The Kelrens came closer. By their rude banter and rowdy laughter, they were unaware that any foes lurked nearby. A wary eye could change all that in a moment.
“They outnumber us by a fair bit,” Adham said in a hush. The longer he observed the approaching raiders, the harder his expression became. “I give us fair odds. Are you ready to fight?”
“We can’t,” Leitos warned, considering the wider mission. “If we give ourselves away, they will have the advantage.”
Adham’s scowl deepened. “Aye, I suppose you have the way of it. Still, if they get much closer, we’re not likely to have much say in the matter.”
“And there’s no way to escape without being seen,” Leitos added. Once more, he cast a furtive look up the boulder-strewn hillside behind them for any sign of Sumahn and Daris. He saw no hint that they might be near.
As the Kelrens came closer, Adham’s lips pressed into a thin line, and his fingers curled slowly around the sword hilt jutting from the plain leather scabbard at his waist, his knuckles going white from the force of his grip.
Leitos wanted to join the battle, felt that need in his racing blood, but he knew they could not. “Father?” he hissed.
Adham didn’t seem to hear. “Kelrens,” he growled, “are a cruel race, men and women both. They are truly wolves of the sea. Even discounting being slavers, they are given to all manner of rituals and rites too vile to speak of. They were the first to join with the Faceless One against humankind.” His teeth ground together. “It is they, Leitos, who brought us in chains to Geldain, they who handed us over to the slavemasters on the quays below the walls of Kula-Tak.”
One of the women suddenly raced ahead of the others, laughing drunkenly. A few strides from Leitos and Adham’s concealment, she turned toward her companions and called out. One fellow pushed back his ratty hair so he could get a better look at her, making the bits of metal and bone hung in the long strands click and tinkle. A leering smile parted his tangled beard.
“What are you waiting for?” the woman shouted hoarsely, grasping her teats and giving them a jiggle. She was so close Leitos could make out the countless scars running down her lithe back, freakish designs all flowing together into a gruesome mass. When she slithered out of her breeches, he saw those scars also covered her bare arse.
“They’ve not the decency the gods gave swine,” Adham snarled. By now he had drawn his sword, and looked eager to put it to use. If it came to that, Leitos knew he could not hinder him. He would join his father, and they would fight or die, as true Izutarians.
The Kelren joined the naked woman, and they tumbled to the sand, tearing and biting at each other, as if they meant to kill one another. A short knife taken from her discarded breeches flashed into the woman’s hand, and she sawed through the rope holding up his breeches. With a deft tug, she disrobed him. A moment more, he had her face down, and was taking her from behind. She squealed and clawed as the man’s loins slapped against her backside. All the while, he kept a careful eye on the knife she still held. Behind them, a similar scene unfolded, save that the second Kelren woman had invited both remaining men to enjoy her flesh.
A flush crept over Leitos’s cheeks as he watched, but he was unable to look away. Where he had killed many enemies, he had never seen the lovemaking his father had rarely spoken of. But was it lovemaking? It seemed more akin to the savagery Alon’mahk’lar foisted upon human women.
“Gods be damned,” Adham breathed.
Leitos’s eyes swung back to the nearest sea-wolves.
They had abandoned their crazed rutting to stare straight at Leitos and Adham. The hiss of a flashing arrow passed overhead, and Leitos flinched at the muted thud of the shaft driving through the woman’s shoulder. She reared up with a pained curse, bucking off her lover. She charged up the beach, knife held before her. Two more arrows struck. One jutted from her thigh, the second from her throat. Gagging, blood pouring over her lips, she wheeled slowly. A third arrow pierced her left teat, and she fell on her face, bloody teeth gnawing at the sand.
“Take them!” her lover snarled. Two arrows sank into his ribs as he tried to untangle the cutlass from his breeches. With a hitching groan, he fell.
By then Leitos was up on one knee, arrow nocked, bow bent. He fired at the two remaining men. One of them collapsed, pawing frantically at the shaft lodged in his eye. Two more arrows passed overhead. The last man went down, but the woman came on, the fletching of a shaft wagging between her breasts.
Leitos’s aim locked on her snarling face, not ten strides away, saw her lips parting to give a warning shout. Before she could make a sound, the bowstring rolled off his fingertips, speeding the arrow between her teeth and out the back of her head. She went rigid as a plank and collapsed.
“We have to hide them,” Adham warned, and burst from cover.
Keeping an eye on the Kelrens farther down the shore, Leitos joined him. They each dragged a corpse toward the brush above the tideline.
A rattle of stones signaled Sumahn and Daris coming down the hill. They didn’t need instruction, and quickly retrieved two more Kelrens. Leitos and Adham fetched the woman who had been closest to them.
Afterward, Leitos checked one more time to make sure they had not been observed, then crawled out over the sand and used his hands to erase all visible blood and drag marks. It was a hasty job, but there was no help for it.
Sumahn signaled that they should head up through the boulders. Everyone took care not to heave against any of the boulders, as the soil beneath them had been undermined to allow for an easy rockslide. Together, the foursome climbed to a narrow crevice in the flank of the hillside. It was one of two remaining ways into the sanctuary not blocked by rock falls.
Once their tracks had been smoothed, and a few saplings placed to hide the opening, Daris used flint and steel to light a torch left behind from when the Brothers of the Crimson Shield still called this place home. The tunnel’s roof was low and strung with cobwebs, but the cramped space provided a feeling of security.
“Good thing we came along when we did,” Sumahn said. He had not smiled much since Nola lost her eye, and not at all when she insisted on journeying to Geldain despite her injury, but he smiled now. “The way things were going, you two were about to become Kelren playthings. I hear they play rough.”
“Are you two out of your minds?” Adham growled. “You fools almost gave us away. And then where would we be?”
Daris nodded at the sword clutched in Adham’s hand. “From what I saw, the way you were fondling that cleaver of yours, you looked a short step from giving yourself away. Besides, you are forgetting that they saw you, and were about to sound the alarm.”
“You fools could’ve at least given us a warning about what you intended,” Adham grumbled.
“Perhaps next time, old one,” Daris chortled, patting Adham’s shoulder as if he were a dotard. “Now, you be sure and stay close to us, so we can get you safely to a piping bowl of gruel.”
“Go on,” Adham snapped, for once sounding irritated with Daris’s jests about his age.
The foursome set out at a trot. Daris led the way, torch held high. After a short time, they reached the sanctuary.
Leitos’s memories of the last time he had seen the cavern fell over him in bitter waves. The same enemies had been after them before, but there had been many more Brothers then. Now there was only himself, Ulmek, Sumahn and Daris. For the first time since setting out from Yato, sharp blades of doubt slashed at his resolve. How can so few fight against a living goddess and her armies of demon-born?
Across the sanctuary, Ulmek was filling a waterskin at the small pool. At his back was a pile of bulging haversacks. Nearby, Damoc, Belina and Nola stood in quiet conversation. Despite the drab bandage wrapped about her head, Nola seemed hale and lively.
Leitos recalled Adham telling him that those who were washed in the Powers of Creation could heal faster, but he still remembered how Nola had looked in his arms, how her heart had fluttered weakly against his chest. He had been sure the grave was dragging her into its cold embrace, but she had fought back.
Far off to one side, Ba’Sel sat in the dust, rocking and murmuring, as usual. Ulmek had believed that if their fallen leader got away from Yato, and had a taste of his old life, the experiences might heal his shattered wits. Leitos saw no change in the man’s demeanor. Whoever Ba’Sel had been, the essence of him was gone.
Around them, the circular cavern lay under thick gloom, the only light coming from a couple of torches and a crack in the ceiling, which also fed a trickle of water into the pool. Openings dotted the walls around the chamber, but most were blocked with rock falls.
Leitos had always considered the sanctuary an austere home, but now there was a sad wretchedness about it, an air of long abandonment, despite that he and his Brothers had only been gone a short while. Splintered wood and torn blankets had replaced the bunk beds lining the walls. Doubtless, the sea-wolves had ransacked the place. Leitos glanced back at the fat haversacks near Ulmek. The Kelrens had apparently not found what Ulmek had come back for.
Four heads turned as Leitos and the others approached.
“I would ask for good news,” Ulmek said, “but your faces say you’ll not have any.”
“Not so,” Daris said, grinning ear to ear. “There are a few less sea-wolves to trouble us than when we landed.”
“Five, by my count,” Sumahn said, his gaze flickering to Nola. She gazed at him with one hooded eye. When he offered her an almost imperceptible smile, she seemed startled, then returned it, shy and out of sorts.
“Of course,” Daris continued, “that still leaves most of the Night Blade’s former crew wandering about, and they’re scattered across Witch’s Mole in four separate groups.”
“Probably some clannish rivalry,” Sumahn put in. “They’ll sail and fight together against a common foe, but leave them with nothing to do but guzzle wine and bugger each other, and rivalries crop up.”
“Five dead is a good start,” Ulmek mused. Ba’Sel would not have tolerated the news of attacking the enemy without a direct order, but Ulmek was a different sort of warrior. “We are too few to attempt four separate skirmishes, and we don’t have days to waste picking them off a few at a time. We’ll have to lure them all to one confined area, a place they are forced to defend with their lives, or die in the attempt.”
“Perhaps we should leave them be,” Belina suggested. “We have what you wanted, and they still don’t know we are here. We can sail to the mainland at nightfall, with none the wiser.”
“And fight them at some other time?” Ulmek shook his head. “I think not. Best to deal with troubles as they come, and not let them pile up at our backs to haunt us when we least expect them. No, we will rid Witch’s Mole of these invading bastards, and then sail for Geldain.”
Ulmek hunkered down over sandy area, and began sketching out the island and prominent landmarks. In an eager hush, he detailed his strategy, and Leitos found himself nodding with all the rest. It was a good plan, and suitably brutal, a perfect remedy for the likes of murderous sea-wolves.




Chapter 20
 
 
 
Ulmek had ordered Leitos to make a final search of the crown of Witch’s Mole, supposedly to make sure the Kelrens had not posted any lookouts. Maybe they had, maybe they hadn’t, but since Ulmek had only given him a mere hour to make a search that should have taken much longer, Leitos guessed Ulmek’s real intention was to give him a chance to visit Zera’s grave.
The wind blew steadily atop Witch’s Mole, but the hooting moans that the Singing Islands took their name from did not reach so high. Gulls and other seabirds performed a swooping, sweeping dance overhead. Within the hour, the sun would fall below the reach of clouds massing in the west. Leitos guessed the storm would break soon after nightfall.
He kept a sharp eye out, as he snuck through groves of slender trees and thick clumps of brush. So far, he had seen no sign of recent activity. In the short time he and the others had been absent, the island seemed to have reclaimed itself, erasing any evidence of man’s trespass. Of course, the gale that had blown up the night the Brothers of the Crimson Shield departed had probably played a large part in wiping Witch’s Mole clean, and apparently sea-wolves were not much for exploring.
Before he reached the clearing with Zera’s grave, the highest point on the island, he paused in the shade of tree whose branches and foliage bent to the east like green tresses, shaped so by constant sea breezes. When he saw Belina standing beside the rocky cairn, he did not know whether the flare in his chest was surprise at her presence, or annoyance that she had come at all.
After ensuring no one else was about, Leitos joined her side. He looked over the mounded heap of stones he and Ba’Sel had laid over Zera a year before. It was an ugly thing, not befitting the beauty she’d had in life, but the best they could give her.
“So this is where you buried my sister,” Belina said.
“How did you know?” Leitos asked.
“Sumahn told Nola and me.”
“Will your father and sister come here?”
“No,” Belina said. “Zera died to them long ago.”
“But not to you?”
“I didn’t come for her sake.” The way she was looking at him made him uneasy. “I came for you.”
He felt her gaze sinking deep, seeking things he might not want to reveal. Before she could look upon his secrets, he blurted, “I killed her.”
He moved away before she could respond. An ache had risen in his throat, and a queer burning blurred his eyes. Admitting what he had done to someone who did not already know brought back all those old pains. He found himself dry-washing his hands, as if to rid them of fresh blood. He stopped himself, swiped at his eyes with the back of his hand, and was surprised to find wetness coating his cheeks. Here he was, a Brother of the Crimson Shield, weeping like a fool child.
“You shouldn’t mourn your enemies,” Belina said.
Leitos spun, and she took a hasty step back, fright widening her eyes. “I didn’t count Zera as an enemy. I loved your sister.”
Belina’s face twisted. “Are you mad? We cannot love such creatures. She was Na’mihn’teghul—a changeling!” The revulsion in her eyes beat against him, but he had nothing to say. “You really do not understand, do you?” she asked wonderingly.
Leitos shook his head. “Understand what?”
“Zera was born after my mother was taken into the Throat of Balaam and ravished by Alon’mahk’lar—maybe by one, maybe by many, over and over until their vile seed quickened in her womb. Damoc told me how my mother had been before, full of laughter and eager to serve our Fauthian masters. I was born after Zera, so I never heard my mother’s laughter. The woman I knew was broken. Before the clans rebelled, we Yatoans were taught that the change that came over our women had to do with coming into the close presence of our gods, the Fauthians. The loss of one’s self was considered a sure sign of being blessed, a sign of ascension. But they lied.”
To Leitos’s mind, the Yatoans should have seen through such lies. But too well he recalled how his fellow slaves had never questioned the chains they wore, nor pondered the lashes they received from the slavemasters. None, that was, except Adham, who had never forgotten the life he had known before his capture, and who had never ceased looking for a chance to regain his freedom. And when it seemed he would die in bondage, Adham had stood alone against the slavemasters. It had nearly cost him his life, but it had been a sacrifice he willingly made so Leitos could escape the cruel bite of iron shackles.
Belina stepped closer. “You do understand, don’t you?” She searched his face, shaking her head. “You know, but still you cannot condemn Zera. When you first told us of her, outside the Throat, do you know why we were so eager to learn more about her?”
Leitos thought back. “I believed you wanted to see her.”
Belina’s laugh was bitter. “No, Leitos. We wanted to make her pay some small price for what her kind had done to us. We wanted her dead, and seeing this pile of rock marking her grave—” she turned and spat on the cairn “—pleases my heart.” Her gaze narrowed to menacing slits. “At the same time, it disgusts me that you’ve honored her, when you should have left her rotting carcass for the vultures.”
“I loved her,” Leitos said again, just above a whisper.
“Then you are a fool.”
Heat flushed Leitos’s cheeks. “Yet, according to you, I’m also the hope of the world.”
“I’m beginning to think I was wrong!”
Belina left him standing there. Leitos watched her go, anger and confusion warring in his chest.
Just before she dropped below the crest of the hilltop, she spun back and screamed, “You are a blind fool!” She stood there a moment, waiting for him to respond. When he didn’t, she whirled and stomped out of sight.
Leitos listened to the wind, part of him hoping she would come back, another part glad she was gone.
“That didn’t go so well,” Zera said at his elbow.
Leitos’s sword was out before he had turned to face her.
Zera’s gaze was alight with emerald fire. “I shouldn’t have to remind you, I’m already dead.”
Leitos put a few strides between them, and rammed his sword into the scabbard. “Are you real, or are you something else, a creation of my mind?”
Zera stepped close, caught his face between her hands, and kissed him deeply. “Did that seem real?”
Head spinning, he stumbled back, struggling to get his wits in order. “Answer me!”
“What could I say that would make you believe what your eyes and lips have already told you?” She folded her arms across her chest. “We often accept what our minds tell us to believe. Recall what you were thinking a moment ago, about the Fauthians and slavemasters.”
“So you are a fancy of my own creation.”
“And yet you felt my lips upon yours. Can we imagine so perfectly as to feel what is not real? Or, in believing what is real, do we make our own reality?”
“What are you going on about?” Leitos demanded.
“Think of your grandfather in his sanctuary, a place he created from a fragment of his own memory. Was that real?”
“Yes ... no ... I....” Leitos trailed off, frowning. “It seemed real, but how could it have been? It was built from a moment that has come and gone, centuries ago. I don’t know what to think.”
“But you do know, Leitos. You felt the ground under your boots, breathed the air of that place, felt the warmth of its sun, did you not?”
“Yes,” Leitos admitted. “But it is impossible.”
“For most, it is.”
“What does that mean?”
Zera looked in the direction the Kelrens sailed from the first dawn after Leitos’s testing. The turquoise swells of the Sea of Sha’uul rolled endlessly on, as if fleeing the coming storm prowling the horizon. “The reason humans have never been able to defeat the Faceless One—”
“Peropis,” Leitos interjected.
“Does the name of your enemy change anything? No, of course not. Now, as I was saying, the reason Peropis stands on the brink of absolute victory, is because all who have been washed in the Powers of Creation cannot fully exploit those powers. Your minds are too small, too weak, too limited in focus and imagination. Those powers were given to the Three by Pa’amadin, and truly were never meant for the shriveled understanding of men.”
Leitos struggled to contain his irritation. “Then why fight at all. Why not surrender, and be done with it?”
“Perhaps that is the better choice,” Zera said, shrugging. “But your incompetence is also your greatest strength.”
“Talk sense,” Leitos snapped.
Glowering, Zera explained, “Peropis sees humankind as little more than creeping insects—annoying, to be sure, but never a true threat.”
“Did she feel that way when my grandfather defeated her?” Leitos asked, recalling Adham’s story of that encounter.
Zera snorted. “One man in the last two hundred years was able to stifle her plans, but only for a short time. Kian did not defeat her. That same man also fought against her hordes, but could only slow their advance, never hold them at bay. Year by year, Peropis’s armies took more and more ground, slaughtered more and more warriors. And now all the lands across the Sea of Drakarra are fallen. And that one man who led them, the great Kian Valara? He is dead and gone.”
“What has any of this to do with humankind’s incompetence in using the Powers of Creation?”
“Only this, Leitos. Peropis has learned that she has nothing to fear from your kind. Even the man who momentarily blocked her efforts to take this world as her own, eventually fell.”
“So I ask again, why not surrender, and be done with it?”
Zera looked at him as if he were daft. “Your apparent weakness, Leitos, humankind’s proven inability to wield the Powers of Creation, has become Peropis’s greatest weakness. Her surety has created a blind spot.”
Leitos laughed. “When I reach Kula-Tak, I’ll be sure to keep in mind what you have told me. I’m sure it’ll be very helpful when I poke my dagger into Peropis’s heart.”
“If you reach Kula-Tak, no dagger is going to help you.”
“Then what will?” Leitos asked suspiciously.
“Believing this is a war of steel and blood was your grandfather’s mistake. You’d be well-served not to make the same error.”
“If not blood and steel, then what?”
“Spirit,” she said, “and the Powers of Creation.”
“I have no skill with these powers.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes,” Leitos said, and he was. He could admit something strange had happened inside the Throat of Balaam, when he had forged a black sword from the essence of Mahk’lar souls, and when he had encased the Faceless One in a pillar of darkness, but those things had been little more than useful accidents. Even now those events were vague in his recollection, just broken pieces of a strange dream. It was easier to believe that Peropis had done it to put him off balance, and then brought him to Izutar, where she could kill him at leisure.
But she had failed to defeat him, and her failure had nothing to do with him using the Powers of Creation. His living hands wrapped around her puppet’s throat, and his sword frozen in its scabbard crushing that puppet’s skull, had led him to victory. His strength and steel were all he needed, and all he dared put faith in.
Zera seemed to read his thoughts, and the dissatisfaction was plain upon her face. Seeing it angered him.
“Perhaps it’s time for you to go back to wherever you came from,” he said, “be it the Thousand Hells, or my mind.”
“Perhaps it is time,” she said, and it came as no surprise to him that she vanished. One moment there, and the next gone, as if she had never been at his side.




Chapter 21
 
 
 
“Do you know where you are?” Ulmek asked Ba’Sel.
Adham kept his eyes on the man, seeking some indication of awareness. Damoc looked like he rather be anywhere else than in the presence of a madman.
Ba’Sel ceased rocking long enough to gaze around the gloomy cavern. His black eyes widened a touch, then he began nodding. “The twenty-eighth sanctuary after the hole in the cliff with Nazeen! Sixth after the virgin Crown of the Setting Sun, far north up the Emperor’s Highroad, along the Spine of Geldain.” He grinned like a happy fool. “But this singing rock is the first we ever found that floats upon the sea ... Witch’s Mole!”
His excitement faded, replaced by concern. “Peropis is close. She stalks nearer, always seeking. She hunts day and night. I can feel her against my skin—” his hands caressed his arms “—I can taste her on my tongue—” he poked his tongue out and waggled it obscenely to demonstrate.
“You have nothing to fear,” Ulmek said, looking between Adham and Damoc. “Peropis is locked in Geh’shinnom’atar.”
Ba’Sel’s tongue went back with a slurp, and his lips twisted in distaste. “She’s free now,” he muttered. “Seeking. Hunting.” He started rocking again, arms closing around his chest. “It’s dangerous here. Better to hide. Always run and hide. Never fight. Keep to the shadows, seek the deep—but not where Peropis sleeps! Never there!” Rocking, muttering. “She hunts the last blood of Valara ... her choicest meat and wine.”
Adham moved away, motioning for Ulmek and Damoc to leave Ba’Sel to his crazed ramblings. “If you give that man a sword, he’s like to cut off his own leg.”
“Or one of our throats,” Damoc added, nodding to the twenty-odd Yatoans he had persuaded to join his side. “We ought to leave him here, where he can’t hurt anyone.”
“Never,” Ulmek said. “He saved my life when I was a boy, at great risk to himself and the Brothers. I’ll not abandon him like a sickly dog.”
“Carrying him along puts us all in danger,” Adham warned, hating that he had to say what Ulmek should already know.
“Be that as it may,” Ulmek said, “I’ll not leave him.”
Damoc moved closer. “Then he’s your burden, not mine, not my clan. And if the time ever comes when he threatens our lives, in any way, I will strike him down first, then seek you out.”
A dangerous gleam sparkled in Ulmek’s eyes. “That, friend, would be a foolish mistake.”
“Are you two finished?” Adham growled. He had seen the same too many times before, proud men so eager to fight an elusive enemy that they began squabbling amongst themselves. “If not, then shut your festering gobs, draw steel, and have at it. If you are finished,” he went on after the two men moved apart, “then let’s get back to figuring the best way to slaughter a few sea-wolves.”
Ulmek and Damoc glanced sidelong at each other, and nodded grudgingly.
“Very good,” Adham said. “But I still say putting steel into Ba’Sel’s hand is too risky.”
After a moment’s hesitation, Ulmek nodded. “Agreed.” He glanced briefly at his old friend and quickly away, as if the sight of him was akin to drinking poison.
And it is, Adham thought. Poison to the company, and poison to their endeavor. With great reluctance, he decided to trust Ulmek’s choice. He also decided he must keep an eye on Ba’Sel.
Ulmek knelt to draw a rough outline of Witch’s Mole on the cavern’s sandy floor. He made a mark for the sanctuary, then marks for the separate groups of Kelrens.
“Here,” he said, pointing at the western shore of the island, where Adham and Leitos had earlier watched the rutting Kelrens, “is the best place to trap them all. The cliffs here and here block them from escaping in any direction, save to the north—and that way is narrow, unless they swim out to sea.”
Adham studied the map. “What about the path up through the boulders we used to get into the sanctuary? From what I remember, those boulders need only a little shove to get them rolling. We should post someone there. If few sea-wolves try to escape that way, we will crush them under a rockslide.”
“Just so,” Ulmek said. He glanced at Damoc. “The best person is one we would rather not have in the fight, just now.”
“All my people can fight,” Damoc said, puffing out his chest.
“And we do not doubt it,” Ulmek said. “But, perhaps, there is someone you’d rather have wait a while longer, before throwing herself into a battle?”
Damoc blinked as Ulmek’s meaning became clear. “Nola. She’ll not like it, but—
“—But if we tell her just how crucial the mission is,” Adham said, knowing a little something about placating warriors, “she’ll be willing. Sumahn should join her, as he knows best how and when to start kicking rocks down onto the heads of our foes.”
“We’ll need his sword on the beach,” Ulmek protested.
“Do you really believe one extra sword is going to change the outcome? We’ll either succeed, or we won’t. But if the Kelrens should bolt for that path and escape into the sanctuary, we’ll have lost the advantage of surprise.”
“I see your point,” Ulmek said, eyes flickering back to the map.
After a moment, Damoc asked, “How exactly do you propose we get all the Kelrens in one place?”
“We attack each group, kill those we can, then flee, leading them where we want them to go.”
“Easy as that, is it?”
“Nothing we do will be easy,” Ulmek said to the elder. “But this will work.”
“We should set out as soon as Leitos returns,” Adham said, searching the cavern but not seeing his son.
Damoc looked around as well, and as he did, his eyebrows pinched together. “Where is Belina?”
“Last I saw her,” Ulmek said, “was before I sent Leitos off.”
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Adham said, but could not deny the sudden worry in his chest.




Chapter 22
 
 
 
The wind had picked up by the time Leitos left Zera’s grave, and the clouds in the west had turned menacing shades of gray and black. As he started down the slope and into a grove of scraggly trees, lightning began tasting the white-capped sea with forked tongues. Thunder pealed, still far off, but getting closer.
Leitos counted the coming storm a blessing, and prayed for a bit more luck in the coming hours against the sea-wolves. As ever, the Silent God of All remained silent, but Leitos was sure Ulmek, Adham, and Damoc had not been quiet in determining the best strategy for defeating their foes.
Lower down, the wind shook trees and brush into a skeletal clatter, and sent leaves skipping over the ground. Leitos followed a trail he had spent many a day running up and down when training to become a Brother of the Crimson Shield. He had intended to angle off to the east and enter the sanctuary from that side of the island, but his feet took him in the opposite direction.
He did not know just where he was headed, until he saw a particular tree growing up through a scatter of large rocks. Leitos moved to the tree and knelt down. He hesitated, then scraped away a tangle of dead grass covering a rocky hole. He had never seen any serpents on the island, but he still held off poking his hand into the hollow. His reluctance, he was forced to admit, had nothing to do with snakes, or any other creature that might have made a den of the hole. Instead, it was the idea that he’d be better served to leave the past buried and forgotten.
He abruptly reached into the dark opening, knuckles scraping against sharp stones and roots. For a moment, he was sure that what he sought was gone, then his fingers fell upon a small cloth bundle. He pulled it out and sat back on his heels. Dust puffed from the coarse parcel resting on his lap, and the hooting wind carried it away. A pull on the tail of a hempen cord released the knot holding it all together, and a golden torque tumbled free into the summer-yellowed grass. He stared at it as if it were, indeed, a serpent.
His final test to become a Brother had been to steal a few treasures from his fellows without them discovering his presence. The torque had belonged to Halan, likely taken from some forgotten bone-town in Geldain. The man’s snores had led Leitos through the darkness that night, and it had been nothing to take the prize and flee. Not for the first time, he wondered how much of that escape had been skill on his part, and how much of it had been Halan allowing him to escape.
Leitos unwrapped the bundle a little more and found Sumahn’s dagger. In the diminished light of day, he saw that it was no treasure at all, but a rusted bit of steel. Most of the leather wrapping the hilt had rotted off. Still, it might have some sentimental value to Sumahn, and he deserved to get it back. Last out of the bundle was Daris’s small wooden box, its sides and top deeply engraved with fanciful designs. Doubtless, he’d want it.
Leitos bundled the dagger and the box back into the swatch of cloth and retied the cord. He carefully returned Halan’s golden torque into the hollow and covered it again with grass. As a final touch, he placed a few stones over the hole. Like Zera’s simple grave, it was the best he could do to honor the fallen Brother.
The wind fluttered something at the edge of his sight. Leitos checked his surroundings again, saw nothing but trees and bushes, then stood and moved closer. There was a clump of hair caught in the grass. A slimy chill coated his gut. The hair, dark and long, was held together by a small patch of skin still wet with blood.
Tucking the bundle into his robe, Leitos moved in an expanding circle, looking for signs. Twenty strides from where he had buried Halan’s torque, he found drops of blood splashed over an area of trampled grass. At the edge of that spot, he found a pair of drag marks, perhaps made by someone’s heels. They lead out of sight around a tall dense thicket.
A noise turned him. Head cocked, senses alert, he faced the thicket. For a time, nothing unusual came to his ears. Then he caught a muffled shriek, followed by a round of gruff laughter. The nasty slime coating his insides froze solid.
Leitos flung himself to his belly. Before he set off through the thicket, he reluctantly abandoned the bundle tucked into his robe. Crawling with it would be impossible. He began inching over dried leaves and prickly branches. The wind masked his movements, allowing him to move quickly.
He came to the far side, saw no one, and exited the brambles to take cover in the notch of a split boulder. From farther down the hillside, he heard another muffled scream and more laughter.
Moving through a cluster of low-growing trees, he went toward the sounds, sword and dagger out and ready. The scent of salt and foam spiced the wind pushing against his face. Kneeling, he peered through a leafy break in the branches.
Across a grassy clearing, three sea-wolves were passing an earthenware jug amongst themselves, shouting encouragement to a fourth who was wrestling with someone on the ground. A flush of outrage crossed Leitos’s skin when he saw Belina’s terrified eyes above the thick gag stuffed into her mouth. Her feet were bound, and the brute on top of her was trying to tie her wrists.
The need to help her surged through him, birthed a strange tingling in his fingers and toes. Then that feeling engulfed him. He tried to move, but it seemed as though a sheet of ice had frozen him to the ground.
Belina suddenly twisted and heaved, driving her knee into the Kelren’s groin. He fell aside with a groaning wheeze, and Leitos saw that they had stripped her bare. A roar of drunken laughter went up, as Belina struggled to her knees, then to her feet, and tried to hop away. She did not get far before falling.
Still laughing, the rest of the Kelrens rushed in and applied their boots to her ribs, ending her wriggling flight. The first man she had knocked off came back, delivered a backhand blow to her cheek, and promptly tied her hands. As she lay groaning, he roughly thrust a hand between her legs.
A searing flash of rage melted the icy bonds holding Leitos still. Black hatred crashed over him, as he tore out of the trees in a half crouch. At the same instant, lightning exploded overhead. Before the brilliance faded, he saw a shadow sweeping toward him. As he turned, a heavy fist to the chin rocked his head, and it seemed as if the sun had burst in front of his eyes. Leitos fell sideways, barely retaining the presence of mind to roll away. The sea-wolf came after him. A kick caught Leitos on the fleshy part of his thigh, and the one after found his ribs. While Leitos struggled to separate up from down, the Kelren stomped his head.
Groaning, Leitos abruptly reversed his roll and crashed into the Kelren’s shins, making the brute stumble. Leitos rolled once more, and shoved himself to his feet. Still blinded by starbursts, he slashed his sword wildly and retreated, trying to shake off the dizziness.
The Kelren tossed his head to clear the tangles of filthy hair from his mud-brown eyes. As he raised his axe, his lips parted in a gap-toothed smile. “Look here, lads!” he cried. “Girl’s lover has come to save her from you louts.”
By now the other sea-wolves had turned to see what was happening. One called, “If there’s two of ‘em, like as not there’s more. Cut his throat, so’s we can find the rest. Mayhap they’ve a boat that can take us off this bastard rock.”
Mud-eye sneered. “Think I’ll save ‘im, lads. Pokin’ a boy’s skinny arse is jus’ as fine as pokin’ a girl’s.”
Leitos circled warily, letting the sea-wolf make his threats. As long as he kept yammering, it kept the others off Belina. It also gave Leitos’s head time to clear.
Mud-eye throttled the haft of his axe with thick fingers, and gave his hips a vulgar thrust. “Ever had a man’s love, boy? Mayhap I’ll start with your mouth, then work my way round to your puckered little arsehole. How’d that be?”
Leitos stayed quiet. Stepping cautiously, he flicked his gaze toward Belina. The other Kelrens had turned their backs on her. She was now sitting up, slashing the bindings around her ankles with a sharp rock. The blow to her cheek had split the skin. A fan of blood covered one side of her face, and dripped onto her bare knees. But she was alive and ready to fight.
“Mayhap we ought to make ’im watch us take his little bitch, first, eh?” one of the sea-wolves called. The others agreed with rude laughter.
Tendrils of fury spread through Leitos’s limbs, wrapped him about like wings of ebon frost. His mind grew colder still, and a frigid, unfeeling clarity speared through him. His thoughts raced, while at the same moment, the world slowed around him.
As everything went oddly still, he sensed something unseen reaching for him. Instinctively, he sought to hold it. A flickering stream of images blurred behind his eyes. The sea-wolves and Belina vanished, all went dark, and his vision came to rest on the golden spindle drifting through a field of black. As before, he saw the tangled threads spreading outward from the hook at one end, saw how the spinning whorl twisted those threads into a single beautiful cord, and then wrapped them tightly around the shaft.
He reached for those loose threads, brushed them with his fingertips, and for a moment he seemed to be in a thousand places at once, his being stretched and tugged in all directions. He drew back with a surprised gasp. Delicate, those threads were, but somehow powerful beyond reckoning. They seemed to contain every thought ever conceived, every deed ever done. The spindle, he thought, is the true master here. Upon that delicate axle hung not the world, but all worlds, and even the darkness between the stars. It controlled everything, and made order out of all that sweet chaos. The entirety of what his eyes and emotions showed him was the root of absolute power, and for the briefest instant that power was his to control. And he wanted only to wreak vengeance upon those who sought to defile Belina.
As the golden spindle vanished and the world came back, unimaginable strength flooded him. He became weightless as thistledown. Queer sensations raced across his skin, joined him to the beating heart of the living world. He felt the pounding of distant waves through the stony soul of Witch’s Mole, smelled the sea on the wind—not just the Sea of Sha’uul, but all seas. Some cold and thick with ice, others warm and green. He tasted the dust of many deserts, smelled the slow-decaying loam of forgotten forests. The colors of the motionless world before his eyes bled away, leaving all painted in silver and black hues.
As he searched the frozen scene, those stark hues grew brighter, sharper, casting all in unnatural but beautiful contrasts. Leitos focused on the rigid Kelren before him, and saw wisps of light rising off his skin. Leitos’s hatred rushed through his veins, as did his vitality.
He allowed the natural flow of life and the world to grind forward. “I think I’ll kill you now,” Leitos said to Mud-eye, calm voice soft as silk, sharp as a fresh-stropped blade. An eager smile turned his lips, not at what he was about to do, but at the sheer enormity of life and power coursing through him.
A wave of uncertainty rippled the Kelren’s face, making it uglier than ever. “What’s wrong ...with ... yourrr ... eyessssss?”
Obeying Leitos’s desire, the world slowed again, and the sea-wolf’s words reached him as a dragging hiss. The motion of everything except him ceased. The wind perished, a leaf hung in the air, waiting expectantly to resume its twirling expedition. Bent trees and their thrashing limbs stood firm as stone. The moment stretched long, but Leitos was unhindered.
His sword flashed upward, the now dead-black blade throwing glints of silver as it ripped cleanly through the haft of the Kelren’s axe, through the man’s bearded chin, shattering teeth, gouging a spreading furrow up through his nose and between his eyes, splitting his forehead with a meaty crunch, and exploding out through the top of his skull.
Once more, Leitos loosened his hold on that segment of time. Now the moment accelerated into a blinding blur. Freed winds screamed over the island, leaves and twigs set out again on their erratic flight. Distant waves pounded sand and rock, hurling gobbets of foam.
Laughing deliriously, dagger thrusting, Leitos took one step forward, feeling in his bones the faltering heartbeat of his foe, smelling the sour last gasp passing his mangled lips. Ribs and breastbone shattered under his pounding strike, skin ruptured as the dagger’s narrow crossguard sank deep. Hot blood erupted past splintered bone and pulverized flesh, sprayed like driving rain across Leitos’s face.
Another step, his arm cocked, the dagger buried deep in his enemy’s chest, Leitos lifted the dead man a pace above the ground, and shoved hard. The Kelren’s cleaved head snapped violently forward, as did his arms and legs, and that sack of wasted flesh soared away, arms and legs flapping like banners in a gale. The body crashed into the other sea-wolves, bowling them over. They were screaming now, fear crawling over their brutal faces.
Leitos’s laughter dwindled, and his eyes rolled heavily in their sockets. Through his strange vision, he also saw fear on Belina’s face. But she was safe and free, because he had made it so.
She scrambled away in a frantic, clawing scuttle, too terrified to rip the gag out of her mouth. He watched her gather up her shredded clothes, hold those garments to her breasts in a strange display of modesty. Then she ran, tripping and stumbling, until disappearing into the trees.
His laughter came rushing back as he wheeled on the sea-wolves. “I am the storm!” he warned them.
His enemies gaped in horror, and he laughed until he roared, and that roar cracked trees, moved stones from their places in the earth, shifted the whole of Witch’s Mole from her ancient seat in the deep of the sea. When he attacked, peals of thunder rang out, and his black blade savaged all that it touched.



Chapter 23
 
 
 
Booms of thunder crashed against Belina. The ground underfoot bucked and rolled, knocking her into a sprawling slide. The gnawing bite of rocks and dirt scraped her skin, reminding her that she was naked.
When the shaking stopped and the thunder died, she got to her knees. Panicked breaths whistled from her throat, but she could not get enough air, could not escape what had happened.
The sea-wolves had burst from a copse of trees and caught her soon after she left Leitos at Zera’s grave. She had fought before one had knocked her down. Another stuffed a soiled rag so hard into her mouth that her jaw cracked. She heard again their savage laughter, smelled again their bestial odor, that of spoiled meat and wine. Leering faces loomed again before her eyes, their horrid brands writhing like worms under their skin. Then clawing hands were tossing her back and forth, disrobing her. And no matter how she fought or wailed behind the rag in her mouth, cruel fingers pinched and yanked at her breasts, stabbed between her legs, probed between her buttocks—
Belina leaned over, gagging, spewing out the blackness of their defilement, but nothing she could do would clean the taint deep in her, a spreading stain. She gagged again, vomited a stringy drool that burned her lips and chin. Tears burned flaming tracks down her cheeks. Half of that blazing trickle mingled with the blood and dirt and grass caked on one side of her face.
“Stop this!” she scolded herself. Belina tried to calm herself with the knowledge of what happened to her mother and so many other women, those savaged by Alon’mahk’lar until their minds broke. I was mishandled, she thought, but I’m intact.
It was no use. She could not escape the disgust she felt, nor the repugnant sense of violation. Her tears continued to flow, and her insides roiled and ached.
Have to get the stink of them off me! The thought was clear, insistent. She frantically brushed her hands over breasts and belly, but was unable to wipe off the memory of their foul touch. It seemed she had bathed in rancid grease, and if she didn’t get it off, everyone would know how the sea-wolves had touched her, and how they had wanted to touch her. Her father, Nola, the Brothers, and those from her clan. They would all see her shame, they would smell the sourness of cruel lusts. She began scrubbing her skin with handfuls of grass, grinding it in. It did not help.
“No!” She slumped to her side, chest heaving, eyes half-closed and bleary. If Leitos hadn’t come, if he hadn’t....
The thought dribbled away, and for a moment what she had seen before running away masked the horror of what the Kelrens had done to her, and what they would have done to her, if Leitos had not come.
But what had he done? She tried to remember, but everything had happened so fast. Leitos’s skin had paled to white, and his eyes had become swirling black orbs. But there had been something else ... when he attacked the first sea-wolf. Belina tried to slow the images in her mind, but failed. Leitos had seemed to be in one place, then in another, in less than a blink. And his sword—not his usual weapon, but black as night and somehow alive, a part of him seemingly grown from his flesh—had cleaved that first Kelren as easily as if slicing water.
What of the thunder? Try as she might, she couldn’t deny that his blade had struck with claps of thunder.
How?
What of his laughter, the way it had shaken the world.
How?
Too many questions. No answers. But what remained seared into her mind was the way Leitos had looked. Pale as death ... and that other change in him, what her mind shied away from before and still did, because it was impossible.
I imagined it, she thought, sitting up straight. She held fast to that explanation, drew it close, as she hastily dragged on her clothes. It made sense that she would have seen dreadful things after what had happened. Those assurances sounded like lies, but she had to believe them. To do otherwise was to go mad.
Another crash of thundering, inhuman laughter rolled down the hill. Galvanized, she raced down the hillside as the first hammering drops of rain began to fall. She had to get back to the others, tell them that the Kelrens knew they were on Witch’s Mole. At the thought, the sensation of hard, digging fingers flashed over her skin. Kelren faces rose up again behind her eyes, their vile intentions plain.
Her hatred for the sea-wolves began as a curling flame, and quickly exploded into an inferno in her breast, which in turn consumed the stain of humiliation. What Leitos had or hadn’t done, what he had become or hadn’t become, was driven deep into her mind, until only gratitude remained ... gratitude, and a nugget of bitter, cold solace that was at odds with the heat now devouring the last of her mercy. She knew what she had seen in Leitos was real, and that it was a weapon the enemy would never suspect—no one would.
No one could.
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
As the rumbling faded, Adham dragged himself off the floor of the cavern. Like him, everyone was looking about with eyes wide, their legs spread for balance.
“Does that happen often on this island?” Damoc asked.
After ensuring Ba’Sel was not hurt, Ulmek brushed grit off his hands. “In the northern Mountains of Fire, the earth trembles frequently. This far south, rarely.”
“I suggest we get out of here,” Adham said, looking at the ceiling. The others followed his gaze. Where light had filtered through the dripping crack that fed the sanctuary’s pool, now only darkness showed, and the trickle had gone dry. A low groaning drifted through the cavern, making Adham’s teeth throb.
“Gather the supplies and make ready to leave!” Ulmek shouted.
For once, Damoc didn’t question the Brother’s authority. Nor did anyone else protest.
Within moments, the small company had gathered up all the haversacks they had filled earlier. Soon after, with Ulmek waving them along, everyone was heading out of the sanctuary, following the same passage the Brothers of the Crimson Shield had used when the Kelrens had set them on the path to Yato. Ulmek came last, guiding an oblivious and murmuring Ba’Sel along.
A cooling breeze flickered a few torches, and brought with it the sounds and scents of a fierce storm. Before they emerged from the passage, someone shouted a startled greeting up ahead. Thinking of Leitos, Adham pushed through the press until meeting Belina. She stood dripping wet and shivering, one side of her face a bloody mess.
“What happened girl?”
By then, Damoc had caught her chin and turned her head to get a better look at the injury.
Gently but firmly, Belina pushed him away and faced the expectant company. “The Kelrens know we’re here.”
Adham’s heart lurched painfully. “Leitos?”
“He’s....” Belina trailed off, a strange expression passing over her features before becoming a scowl. “The sea-wolves captured me. I fought them, but couldn’t escape. They....” Her words dwindled to a whisper.
For the first time, Adham noted that the girl’s tunic was torn in a few spots. He gave her a closer inspection, and recognized the fear and shame in her eyes for what it was. When he had been a young warrior, it was common to find women who had been ravished by men and Alon’mahk’lar alike. Damoc saw the same thing, and went to his daughter, wrapped her in a gentle embrace. She struggled, but he refused to release her. Nola came next, adding her support.
“No,” Belina said to a low question from her father. Then, more forcefully, “No! Leitos came before ... before they could do anything.” The flash of hate in her eyes told the truth of her lie, but Adham suspected her virtue was intact, if barely.
“Where is Leitos now?” he asked.
Belina’s eyes flashed once more, but he couldn’t interpret what he saw in them. “He’s alive,” she said. “I’m sure of it.”
“And he’s fighting alone,” Adham said, struggling for calm. “Tell us where he is.”
“Follow me,” she said, prying loose of Nola and Damoc.
“Hold,” Ulmek said, even as he caught Ba’Sel before he could wander off. “If the sea-wolves have been alerted, we cannot simply run headlong to meet them. There are too many for us to defeat in open battle.”
“Then we split into groups and ambush any that we find,” Adham said. “Better we do it sooner, rather than later.”
“Very well,” Ulmek said, and rapidly divided the company into groups of three and four. “Leave everything but your weapons here. Adham and Belina will go after Leitos. I’ll stay here with Ba’Sel and guard our supplies.” The way he said that last told everyone that staying out of the fight was not his first choice. “The rest of you attack any sea-wolves you find, but only if you’re sure you can defeat them quickly and quietly.”
“We are not craven assassins who strike from the shadows,” Damoc said stiffly.
“You are tonight,” Ulmek retorted. “Unless, that is, you want to lose this war before it has begun.”
After receiving a reluctant nod from the elder, and then the rest of the Yatoans, Ulmek went on. “This is not at all what I planned, but there is nothing for it. Whether your hunts meet with success or not, return here by dawn.”
Within a handful of strides outside the passage, Adham was soaked to the skin. Lightning flashed almost continuously, lighting the premature darkness and silvering the rain. Thunder contended with the voice of the wind and the wet rustle of fluttering leaves. The rest of the company vanished quickly into the storm.
“Where is he, girl?” Adham asked, having to lean in close.
Saving her breath, Belina pointed uphill, and set off at a blistering pace. Adham ran with his sword out, the flashes of lightning turning the steel into a blade of rippling quicksilver. Making out a potential enemy beyond a few strides would be impossible. Adham concentrated on keeping his footing over the muddy slope. Belina never slowed, and they soon reached a small clearing surrounded by brush and trees.
Breathing hard, Adham scanned the darkness, waiting for the next flash of lightning. When it came, he saw several dark mounds lying on the ground.
“Gods good and wise!” he shouted, running to the closest one. He halted above the figure, but the erratic light showed him a Kelren, cleaved nearly in two. He glanced up to find Belina moving from one motionless form to another.
After she finished, she shook her head. “He’s not here.”
Adham rolled the Kelren at his feet. The next crash of lightning revealed that the man’s grisly wounds looked burned along the edges. Adham had never seen the like. What happened here? It was a question he could not force himself to ask, for fear of the answer. In his mind, he saw Leitos in the Faceless One’s throne room again, a walking corpse in place of his son.
“Would Leitos have gone after the sea-wolves by himself?” Belina asked at his elbow.
Adham’s gaze swept over the scattered dead, a negative answer caught behind his teeth. Before Leitos had entered the Throat of Balaam that last time, Adham would never have guessed his son would seek out the Faceless One on his own. But he had, and eagerly. And if the Faceless One really was Peropis, then what were a few sea-wolves to the man who had willingly faced a goddess?
“Yes,” he said slowly, thinking again of the Kelrens’ charred wounds.
“Witch’s Mole is not large,” Belina said, “but it’s far too large for us to search alone.”
Adham narrowed his eyes against the rain. After a moment, he said, “Besides Zera’s grave, there are a few places he might have gone.”
“Then let us begin.”
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
Leitos held the image of the golden spindle in his mind, imagined his fingers just short of caressing those ever-winding threads. The storm that beat against him could not touch him, any more than his enemies had been able to, those he left to bleed all over the island. He sensed more of them waiting up ahead, doubtless thinking they were safe. Such was a fanciful illusion he would soon dispel.
Without a care, Leitos strode across the boulder-strewn headland, his steps light, graceful. He was just another shadow in the rain-lashed gloom. But he knew that was not true. He was more than shadow, he was both the light of day and the dark of night, for as long as he held the thrumming heart of all life—the golden spindle, and the power within it.
When lightning flashed, the Horns of Memokk reared in the distance. Ages past, the horns had not been horns at all, but the feet of a great stone arch. At some point, the arch had shattered, leaving behind a pair of blunted stone hooks. When training to become a Brother, he had come here whenever he could. It was a good place to fish, a good place to think. Tonight, it would become a good place to exact judgment on the worst traitors of humanity, those who were human themselves, but who had sworn fealty to Peropis, in all her guises.
Leitos let his senses stretch out from him, until he felt the pulsing life of the sea-wolves hunkered down amid jumbles of rock up ahead. He paused when he detected an undulating radiance hovering behind a boulder. He had learned that those strange auras belonged to living things.
He stepped briskly around the edge of the leaning slab of stone and into the midst of a dozen sea-wolves. When another stab of lighting brightened the world, men and women turned toward him, their lips peeled back from their teeth in snarls of fear.
His sword streaked low, then high. Lifeless meat and hot blood splashed over the rocks. Another step, another sweep of his blade, and a shrieking Kelren’s arm fell away, the sword it had swung clanging out of sight. A backhand stroke split the man’s face, ending his cries.
The others came, in ones and twos, and Leitos ended them. He chased down those who fled, forcing them to turn and fight. Most did, and perished. Terror compelled the last few to brave the sea. And there they died, dashed against rocks by pounding waves.
With their deaths, the silvers and blacks before Leitos’s eyes melded together, until he looked upon a stormy night that was no different than countless other stormy nights he had seen. The sense of power and vitality fled from him, as if it had never been, left him weak, defenseless, tired.
Leitos raised a frail shout to the night, challenging the storm roiling overhead, but the tempest ignored him, for he was again only a flesh and blood youth standing upon a rock at the edge of a turbulent sea. Had he ever been anything else? He wasn’t sure. Suddenly all that had happened since the moment he saw the sea-wolves assailing Belina seemed born of a twisted fever dream.
Exhausted, the chill of the rain sinking into his weary shoulders and arms, Leitos dropped onto a rain-slicked rock. When he thrust his sword and dagger into their scabbards, he noted that both were good, simple steel, not some dark material forged of demon souls.
For a long time, he sat with his head bowed. The storm gradually blew itself out, the lightning and thunder fading away first, then the wind, and finally the rain. Waves still crashed against the shore, and would for some time, but they had lost their ferocity.
Leitos closed his eyes, resting them.
Sleep must have stolen over him, for when he looked up again, the faint grays of dawn were brightening tattered clouds.
“Gods, boy! We’ve been looking all over for you!”
Leitos blinked a few times to make sure the image of his father was not going to vanish. When Adham remained, clambering over the broken headland with Belina close on his heels, Leitos allowed that both were real. “Father,” he croaked, smiling wanly.
“Little brother!” This shout came from Daris. Sumahn was several paces ahead of him, and they were picking their way closer from the opposite direction.
Leitos gave a half-hearted wave. As his hand dropped, a bloody figure with small, scarred teats and shredded breeches lurched around a boulder, not two steps behind Daris.
“Watch out!” Leitos shouted.
As Daris began to turn, the sea-wolf’s cutlass slashed. It was a clumsy, sideways chop, but it sank the edge of the blade into the side of Daris’s neck. Against the gray steel and the flat gray light, the arcing spray of blood stood out sharply. Horror transfixed Leitos and everyone else.
Everyone, save the Kelren.
Through a howling grimace, she slashed again and again. Holding one hand to his spurting neck, making a pitiful squealing sound, Daris pawed his dagger free, and tried to block the Kelren’s attack.
The terrible spell broken, Sumahn rushed back to help his friend, but was still a dozen strides away. Adham and Belina were farther still, but coming fast. Leitos was running too, but his movements were sluggish. He sought the mysterious power he had held before, sought his icy rage, sought the image of the enigmatic spindle, but they eluded him.
Beaten bloody by the rocks and the sea though she was, blind rage fueled the sea-wolf. She batted Daris’s dagger aside, stepped in close, and thrust her cutlass through his bowels. He made a retching noise, as she sawed the steel though him.
Sumahn, Adham, and Belina were all shouting, but Leitos couldn’t find his voice, could scarcely draw enough breath. He had believed he killed them all, but this crazed Kelren bitch still lived, still hunted, and now she was killing Daris.
Her blade screeched wetly when it met the Brother’s spine. Still howling, she dragged him close by the collar of his robe. The sand-hued cloth was stained red. So much spreading red. Panting through a grimace, she worked the blade deeper, yanking back, then plunging deeper still.
Daris had given up the fight, and was now struggling weakly to get away from the monster before him. She held him fast. They both went down when their feet tangled through his spilling entrails.
Sumahn seemed to be flying over the rocks, his sword waving overhead, but it also seemed that he was getting no closer. Adham was roaring shocked curses. A high, unbroken scream came from Belina. Leitos floundered drunkenly over the rocks, still searching vainly inside himself for the enormous power that had filled him the night before.
With a bestial grunt, the Kelren clamped her teeth on Daris’s cheek, yanked back, stretching the skin. A high-pitched cry passed Daris’s teeth, “Eeeeeeeeee!”
The sea-wolf tugged harder, ripping away a mouthful Daris’s face. He battered her, his blows feeble, ineffectual. She spat out his flesh, lunged again, and snapped off his nose. His whine began a bubbling snort. She spat, made to take another bite out of him, but Sumahn’s sword crashed through the top of her skull.
After kicking the corpse aide, Sumahn knelt beside Daris and hushed him with gentle, soothing, meaningless words. Adham joined them, but Belina stopped a few paces back, a hand over her mouth. When she looked at Leitos, he saw Daris’s death in her gaze. He halted, unwilling to go any closer.




Chapter 24
 
 
 
The small company of Yatoans and Brothers of the Crimson Shield stood next to the cairn they had built over Daris. Even in clean warm sunlight, it looked as old as Zera’s grave, lying a few feet away.
Leitos tried to remember if her stony sepulcher had ever seemed new, but he could only remember it as it was now. Weathered and ancient, a forgotten monument.
We should do better for our dead, he thought, but the how of it escaped him, just as Daris’s constant laughter was already fading into the depths of his memory. But Leitos could see the way he died. He worried that scene would never fade.
“It was my fault,” he whispered. Speaking any louder was impossible. Even long hours after Daris fell, Leitos still could not catch his breath.
“Don’t be foolish,” Adham said. “How could you have known the waves had not broken that crazed wench to pieces?”
“That’s not what I mean,” Leitos said. He wasn’t sure if he should explain what had happened after he touched.... What did I touch, colorful threads winding around some celestial spindle? Even spoken in his mind, it sounded insane, like something Ba’Sel might say in his deepening madness. But something uncommon had happened to him, he just didn’t know what.
Belina had not mentioned to anyone what she had seen him do to her attackers. If she had, he would have received worse than sympathetic nods. All anyone seemed to know was that Leitos had found a pack of Kelrens terrorizing Belina, and he had acted accordingly. Perhaps even foolishly, when he later pursued the rest of the sea-wolves scattered over Witch’s Mole.
So far, patrols had found the seventy-three dead men and women that Leitos had slaughtered. Of the living, there were none. Killing so many should have left some kind of mark on Leitos, but the more time that passed, the murkier it all became. It was as though a protective, numbing cloak had fallen over his wits.
With hooded eyes, Adham’s glanced at their fellow mourners, then pulled Leitos farther off. “Well, what do you mean?”
Leitos almost restrained the words, but the dam broke. “Something happened to me, and I think it has to do with the Powers of Creation.” He wanted to add more, but he was not sure how to explain the idea that he had somehow caught hold of the linchpin that powered the world, and everything else.
“Truly?” Adham asked, and Leitos saw a hint of recognition pass over his father’s face.
Leitos suddenly remembered how he and Ulmek had behaved when they went with him into the Throat of Balaam after Adu’lin. After passing through the blue veil and into the throne room, he had felt different, cold, and somehow more than himself. When he had spoken to Adham and Ulmek, his voice had sounded strange. To his eyes, they had been pale as ghosts, with gossamer strands of light rising from their skin and making undulating auras—just like the Kelrens the night before. When he had told Adham and Ulmek what he was seeing, they claimed that it was him that had changed, not them.
Quickly, Leitos reminded his father of that moment, and as he spoke, Adham’s face became a brooding mask. When he finished, Leitos said, “You know something you have never told me. Tell me now.” His tone left no room for denial or hedging.
With a resigned sigh, Adham explained, “My father told me that when Prince Varis Kilvar came out of the temple in the Qaharadin Marshes, he was not the boy he had been before he went in. Kian said Varis looked like a living corpse. Soon after, the princeling summoned—maybe created, is the better word—a murderous root-serpent to lay waste to his protectors. And when that was not enough, he began burning them to ash with bolts of unnatural fire. When I saw you in the Throat, I was reminded of that story.”
Leitos swallowed. “Why haven’t you told me of this before now?”
“I didn’t want to believe that you and Varis had anything in common.” He gave Leitos a pleading look. “I told myself I must have imagined it all. Ulmek must have thought the same, because he never mentioned it, either. Truth told, boy, I didn’t want to believe it.”
“I’m not Prince Varis Kilvar,” Leitos said.
“Of course not,” Adham agreed. He hesitated before adding, “But you are something more than anyone of the Valara line has been ... and that more makes you closer to whatever Prince Varis was, or became.”
“How do I stop it,” Leitos asked, dread gnawing at him. He knew well enough that Varis had shattered the Well of Creation and the barrier separating the demon realm from the realms of men, and that he had nearly become a living god. Peropis had surely played her part, but it had been a foolish and ambitious youth who had brought destruction upon the face of the world.
“My father rarely spoke of the Powers of Creation,” Adham admitted. “They were a mystery to him, much as they are to me, much as they are to all humankind.” His gray eyes became stern. “Best to avoid them. Best to not even think of them. Such power was never meant for the hands of men.”
Leitos nodded at the common refrain.
Adham left him with a wary glance, and Ulmek took his place.
“We depart first thing on the morrow,” the Brother said, gazing somberly at the two graves.
“I’ll be ready,” Leitos said.
Ulmek began to speak, paused, then said, “What you did last night, little brother, has brought honor to our order. I only wish we had a thousand more of you. If so, we wouldn’t need to build an army.”
Leitos was not about to explain how he had done what he had, especially since he could hardly explain it to himself. “If I had not found the sea-wolves, and saw what they intended for Belina, I might not have done anything.”
Ulmek’s black eyes flashed when he laughed. “Oh, little brother, I know you better than that. I expect the outcome would have been the same—though, I trust that next time you will leave a few enemies for the rest of us?”
“Of course,” Leitos said uneasily. Ulmek clapped him on the shoulder, and moved off down the hill toward the sanctuary.
Others came and went, offering praise or condolences. Belina came last, hesitant, her eyes following Sumahn and Nola as they moved away.
Leitos watched Sumahn for a moment, as well. He and Daris had been as close as trueborn brothers. Without Daris’s jests and laughter to counter Sumahn’s rages, Leitos feared the youth might journey to the darkest places of his heart, and never return. He feared that, yet at the same time knew rage and mercilessness were the best weapons they had against Peropis and her vast armies. Grow strong and cruel, Adham had once told him. More than ever, they all must heed that advice.
When Belina looked back at Leitos, her gaze lifted no higher than his chin. Leitos winced to see her swollen cheek. It was not as bad as it had been at dawn, but it looked painful. “I wish I had found you sooner.”
Belina fidgeted, swallowed, cleared her throat. “You got there just in time.”
He searched her face, saw something he didn’t like. “You bear no shame—you know that, don’t you?”
She hugged her arms around herself, and a tremble shook her shoulders. He stepped closer, gently took her in his arms. She flinched, just a little, then she was squeezing him tight. “I thought—I knew—they were going to....”
“But they didn’t,” Leitos said.
“I’m glad you came,” she said against his shoulder. “I’m glad you made them afraid.” She looked up into his eyes, and said with deadly intensity, “I’m glad you killed them the way you did.”
A question lurked in her gaze. How did you do it? But, once again, he found himself unable to answer what she wanted to know. Instead, he remained silent and held her. For now it seemed enough for Belina. And for himself, he could finally breathe again.




Chapter 25
 
 
 
Oarlocks creaked in the night, driving the longboats toward shore. Above them, the Sleeping Widow was a sleepy gray eye sharing the heavens with a glittering sweep of stars. Shapes rising out of the gently rolling swells caught Belina’s eye. At first she had believed they were rocks, but now realized they were the remnants of buildings—peaked roofs and shattered domes, broken spires and square towers. The shoreline, an irregular silhouette of rough hills, was still a mile or more away, but somehow the bones of a dead city jutted from the sea. She had heard tales of the Upheaval all her life, but the destruction she saw here, off the coast of southern Geldain, already dwarfed anything she had ever come across on any of the isles of Yato.
Belina’s gaze shifted to Leitos, sleeping on the narrow deck with the others who had rowed for most of the day after leaving Witch’s Mole. He murmured in his sleep, shifted about, went still.
“Do you think his plan will work?” Belina asked Adham.
Framed by hanging iron gray hair, the old Izutarian’s features were indistinct in the gloom, but she could see his jaw flexing. After a time, he said, “When I was a boy, I heard tales of Alon’mahk’lar hordes destroying whole armies of my people. They were all well-trained, all sure of the mission, and all fought with the assurance that they had made good plans and had a righteous cause. Yet they perished, or were led off in chains. There are also stories of a few warriors standing against great hosts, and somehow prevailing.” His teeth flashed in the dark. “I learned long ago not to put much faith in plans. Be they well considered or foolhardy, they can all fail. The best we can do is fight until our last breath passes our lips, and the last drop of blood flows from our veins.”
That was a bit too grim for Belina’s taste. “But what Leitos suggested, it’s a good plan, isn’t it?”
“As far as plans go, I believe it’s sound.”
“You have reservations?”
Adham inhaled deeply, gusted the breath out. Pitching his voice low, he said, “It’s a good idea, girl, but full of the blind hope that others think as we do, seek what we want, and so will take up arms to gain back what has been stolen from their forefathers.”
“You don’t think all men and women want to be free of chains?”
“Most probably do,” Adham said, “but, then, most are too weak and cowardly to sacrifice for those things. Of course, they would never admit that fear and weakness holds them back. Instead, they cloak their reluctance in reasoned excuses, and in time those excuses become unbending conviction. Seems to me that Peropis’s greatest victory was convincing much of humankind that they are better off in chains.”
“How can you believe that?”
Adham laughed humorlessly. “I saw it with my own eyes, girl. In the mines, men I had once fought beside gradually convinced themselves that their chains were not so heavy, and that the scraps of food we ate filled our bellies. And, soon enough, most came to believe that they deserved the bite of the lash. Though they knew the truth, they came to accept the lies our demon-born slavemasters told us. So many men I have known came to hate themselves and their leaders for standing against the Faceless One.”
“How can something like that happen?”
“You might want to search the actions of your own people to find the answer,” Adham said dryly, and Belina knew he spoke the truth. The Yatoans, while most were never chained with iron had, until recently, worn chains of a different sort. The best evidence of that truth was how few of her people had sided with Leitos and sailed from Yato. It seemed that most of her people had never truly broken loose of their bonds.
“What if Leitos is wrong?” Belina asked.
“If the beginning of our bloody little adventure goes well, enough will join us,” Adham assured her. “Later there will be more, those who draw courage from our numbers.”
“Will it be enough?”
Adham shrugged. “Only the Silent God of All knows the answer to that, but Pa’amadin, as ever, is reluctant to reveal anything to us humans.”
Quiet fell between them, and Belina looked again to the shoreline, now close enough to see waves beating themselves into rumbling white froth against the rocks. Leitos mumbled again, and she wondered what dreams troubled him.
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
Islands of rough black rock glided over a burning sea, and upon these crude lumps Leitos saw countless men and women writhing in a crazed dance of undying agony. Some were naked, others skinned, but most had little or no flesh covering their bones.
Leitos stood alone on his floating refuge. Leaping curtains of fire raged all around, burning tongues of ugly green, yellow, and black that fed on themselves and licked higher and higher, as if to set the stars afire. But here were no stars, no moon, no sky at all. This place was a vast and burning tomb, and he knew the only name it could bear—Geh’shinnom’atar, the Thousand Hells.
A smoldering hand slapped onto the edge of Leitos’s refuge, followed by another, and then Daris was climbing up onto the drifting isle. Leitos wanted to help his friend, but could not move. Greasy soot and weeping blisters covered the Brother’s skull in place of hair. Foul blood leaked from his cleaved neck, and where it ran, trails of fire crisped his raw flesh. When Daris clambered to his feet, Leitos saw that the wound in his belly had become a smoking ruin, black and hollow. Within that dark pit winked the glint of bone.
“Why?” Daris croaked.
Leitos shook his head, took an involuntary step backward. He wanted nothing to do with this creature before him. It was not Daris, couldn’t be. A nightmare, he told himself, and tried to wake up.
Behind Daris, another hand rose out of the burning sea. Fingers curled like claws around a knob of dark stone, and then a Kelren face showed itself. The man’s skull was split in two, but his eyes were alive, so dreadfully alive. More hands appeared, more faces. One by one, they crawled onto the isle, some whole, others barely held together by strips of meat and sinew.
Leitos edged farther back. “What do you want?”
Daris lurched closer. “Join us, little brother. Join us, and end your useless war.”
“No,” Leitos said.
“Suffering is our fate, little brother. The fate we deserve.”
“That’s not true,” Leitos said, but couldn’t think of a single instance to support his claim.
Soon, everyone Leitos had ever killed joined Daris, a small swaying army lurching closer, all grinning, all reaching.
Leitos drew his sword. Beneath the blade’s surface, inky smoke swirled, and he heard muted screams and curses within the dark steel. He almost flung it away, but just managed to tame his disgust. Despoiled as the sword was, he had no other weapon.
“Put aside your quest, little brother,” Daris crooned. “End this foolish battle, and join us here, where you belong.”
“I’m sorry,” Leitos said, not sure if he meant that for Daris’s first death, or his second. He set his feet and drove the sword through Daris’s chest. Where that profane steel met dead flesh, threads of silver lanced out, washing over Leitos and dissolving his friend. Leitos quickly slashed through his risen enemies, until all had vanished in dazzling bursts of light.
“Do you love her?” Zera asked.
Leitos spun, and the fiery realm was replaced by a lifeless city. Night reigned here, but he recognized the place as one of the bone-towns he and Zera had passed through on their way to Zuladah. The sword in his hand was still black, the blade alive with the trapped souls of its forging. “Who do you mean?” he asked cautiously.
“The girl ... my little sister.”
“Belina?”
Her green eyes flared, casting her skin in a hideous light. “So you do.”
Leitos scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I have two sisters, Leitos—Nola and Belina. It tells me much that you named only one of them.”
“She is pleasant enough, I suppose,” Leitos said, smiling wistfully at all the threats Belina had made against him when they first met. “But I do not and cannot love her.” He stopped short of saying that Zera was his only love. “War leaves little room for love.”
“Too true,” Zera said. “Remember that, and you might survive. Forget, and you’ll die.”
“I won’t forget,” Leitos said, and winced at the unexpected stab of regret in his heart.
“That is good,” Zera said. When Leitos did not respond, she went on. “You did well on Witch’s Mole, but you have only begun to take hold of the powers you will need to face Peropis.”
“I don’t know what I did.”
“How could you understand, as the Powers of Creation were never meant for the hands of men? However, you must find a way to claim some measure of those powers.”
The deeds he had done that night had drifted deeper into his mind, but he remembered one thing clearly. “I saw a golden spindle, and upon it was woven the threads of ... life?” He was not sure how accurate that was, but it felt right.
Zera considered that. “Can you find that spindle again?”
Leitos concentrated, not really believing he could, but then he found himself and Zera drifting upon a black sea, and before them revolved the golden spindle, with the chaos of countless tangled threads slowly passing through the silver hook on one end to become an ordered cord that wound up the shaft and stretched off into eternity.
“What is it?” Leitos asked.
For a long time, Zera said nothing. “What you see is what your mind created in order to accept what it otherwise could not.”
“More riddles?” Leitos asked, thinking of what Kian had told him about being dead, and all that about the coin that no longer had two definite sides.
“To humankind, the Powers of Creation will always be a riddle. But you, Leitos,” she said, brushing a hand through the threads, “are more than a mere man. What you see is an image of life and time.”
“I don’t understand.”
“These loose threads are lives and what could be. They are wild, unpredictable. Once they join, they form into the cord of what has been. Take hold of a thread, Leitos, and follow it to the cord.”
He looked over them all. Some stretched long, others were shorter. Some lost their radiance as he watched, grew dim and gray, as though wilting, then dissolved. “Which one?”
Zera pointed. “Perhaps that one?”
Leitos hesitated, then reached out to gently run his finger along it and—
—and suddenly all was a madness of images racing through his mind. Before those chaotic scenes could overwhelm him, he traced the thread through the hook and reached the cord. He was not with Zera anymore. Now he stood in a warm room lit by dozens of candles. A screaming woman lay upon a rumpled bed, her hair dark with sweat. She was propped on her elbows, and her knees were drawn up. Between her legs an old woman sat on a stool, murmuring reassuring commands. Adham stood near a door, his gray eyes bright. His hair was darker than Leitos had ever seen it, and only a hint of his long years showed in the lines on his face. Leitos looked back at the woman, at her features, and understanding flared in the center of his skull—
—“Keri, my mother,” he breathed, and was startled to find himself once more drifting on dark tides with Zera and the golden spindle. He searched her eyes. “That was my mother ... on the day of my birth?”
“It was.”
He studied the thread again, how it wove itself into the thickness of the cord, but this time he did not touch it. “This is my life?” It seemed strange that such a fragile thing could represent his existence.
“It is what your life may be,” Zera said, pointing at the thread. She traced it to the cord stretching over the whorl. “And this is what your life has been.”
It was so wondrous, so confusing, but....
“How can any of this help me to claim the Powers of Creation?” Leitos asked. “How can it help me defeat Peropis?”
“These threads represent all life, Leitos, and in all life, great and small, resides some measure the Powers of Creation, most often so little as to be meaningless beyond the existence that it grants the living.”
“Then why doesn’t Peropis claim it for herself?”
“In time she will, unless you stop her.”
“How?”
“You must take these powers into yourself, as much as you can bear to hold.”
“And then what?”
Zera gave him a reassuring smile. “When the time is right, you will know what to do.”
Leitos kept his doubts close. “Does Peropis know you are here, helping me?”
“She is a goddess, but she is not omnipotent. And besides, she is busy.”
“With what?”
“Planning your doom.”
Leitos closed his eyes and shuddered at those words. When he opened his eyes, Zera and the golden spindle had vanished. The darkness remained, but it was not complete. Stars glittered overhead, the smell of the sea filled his nose, and the distant boom of crashing waves lurked just below the creaking of oars.
He felt someone’s gaze on him. Belina sat nearby, studying him in that disconcerting way she had. That expression was better than the fear had seen on her face the night he saved her from the sea-wolves. He gave her a faint smile, and looked away.
Zera’s voice drifted out of the residue of slumber. Do you love her?
I can’t, he thought in answer. Not with war upon us.
Laughter bubbled through his mind, but as far as he could tell, it wasn’t Zera’s laughter. Why, that is no answer at all.




Chapter 26
 
 
 
“Leave it,” Leitos suggested.
Belina stopped short of wiping sweat from her brow. “Why?”
“It’ll cool you. Besides, by midday the desert will dry you out so much you’ll wish you had the sweat back.”
She lowered her hand and, with a look of dismay, surveyed the arid landscape of rock, sand, and prickly scrub. The rest of the Yatoans wore similar expressions.
“It’s not so bad, once you get used to it,” Leitos said, pleased to be in a place free of crawling bugs and constant damp. He might have been born in the frozen wastes of Izutar, but knowledge of his homelands began and ended with the short time he had spent battling his possessed grandfather. Yato, for all its lushness and green murk, did not suit him. Witch’s Mole had been a good home, but he preferred Geldain’s long views of high plateaus, broken sandstone hills, and sweltering plains paved in sand and gravel. It was a deadly land for those who did not know the secrets he had learned while still a slave, but he counted it as his true home.
“I could never love this place,” Belina said. She sipped from a waterskin, then grimaced. “This is awful.”
Leitos knew well the gritty taste she meant. There were many hidden water sources in the desert, but all they had been able to find came from digging deep into a dry wash, and waiting for silty water to seep into the hole. He laughed quietly. “It’s not so bad, once you get used to it.”
She gave him a stern look, and he was glad for it. Seeing her frown reminded him of the way she looked at him after she and Nola drubbed him senseless, dragged him to her clan’s camp, and tossed him into a pigsty. Things between them, it seemed, were getting back to normal. As normal as they could be, on the eve of war.
“Is that a good idea?” Nola said, peering at a column of dark smoke rising off the sandy verge between sea and land, where they had put ashore. Ulmek and Adham were stealthy shapes darting between cover, making their way back to the rest of the company. “Someone might see it.”
“Doubtless they will,” Sumahn answered. As was his habit of late, he remained close enough to brush shoulders with Nola. She did not seem to mind and, surprisingly, neither did Damoc.
It pleased Leitos that she was there for the young warrior, and he for her. Hopefully her sway over Sumahn was long-lasting. If not, Leitos imagined the death of Daris would provoke Sumahn to do something rash. But even with Nola at his side, he was more solemn than he had been, and given to brooding silences.
“Then why do it?” Nola asked, her remaining eye a brilliant green under an arched brow. The expression tugged at the healing scar running up the other side of her face, but the dark band of cloth swaddling her head concealed the empty socket where her other eye had been.
“Why indeed?” Damoc growled, gaze flicking here and there, as if he expected Alon’mahk’lar to burst from the ground at his feet.
“It will attract any of our enemies who are close,” Sumahn said.
“Why draw their attention at all?”
“Alon’mahk’lar and their human pets patrol all of Geldain. It’s better to draw them to the boats, while we escape in another direction.”
Damoc looked unconvinced. “Couldn’t we just sneak along, and avoid searching eyes altogether?”
“Smugglers are common this close to Zuladah. Better for us if Alon’mahk’lar find the boats and believe they are dealing with those attempting to escape obligations to the king.”
“Obligations?” Damoc murmured, at the same time Belina said, “King?”
“The obligations are levies paid in wares and supplies to the king,” Sumahn said, “who is actually a chosen servant of the Faceless One.”
“Don’t you mean Peropis?” Nola said, gently poking an elbow into his ribs.
Sumahn shot Leitos a hard look. “You could have let us believe the Faceless One still lived. But, no, you had to go and complicate everything by revealing that a demon-goddess was behind the whole mess.”
“Forgive me,” Leitos said with mock humility, and Sumahn’s rigid mask cracked a bit, then broke entirely. He laughed out loud, and Leitos laughed with him.
“Gods good and wise, are you trying to get us caught?” Damoc demanded, ducking behind a boulder, as if that would keep any passing Alon’mahk’lar from seeing him.
Leitos and Sumahn laughed harder, and even Nola joined them, though she winced when her smile grew too large.
By the time the mirth faded, Leitos was wiping tears from his eyes, wondering what he had found so funny. Belina gazed at him as if he were daft, and Leitos almost fell into another fit of hilarity. When it was obvious he wasn’t going to lose control again, she came back to the grim matter at hand—a rather unfortunate choice, to Leitos’s mind.
“Why would Peropis need human servants?”
Leitos explained, “We humans have an inborn fear of Alon’mahk’lar, and Peropis rightly worries that such fear could lead to a unification of humankind, and eventual rebellion. As it stands, Peropis uses willing humans to rule their fellows. Of course, those rulers don’t actually rule anything. In their way, they are slaves like everyone else.”
“I think that is too kind,” Sumahn said. “Like the sea-wolves, they bowed to Peropis, and help Alon’mahk’lar keep their boots on the throats of humankind.”
“Why?” Nola asked, shaking her head in disbelief.
Leitos’s jaw clenched. “Doing so earns them station and peace, bread and leisure.”
Ba’Sel’s mad cackle drew every eye. He sat in the shade of a tipped boulder, arms tight around his knees, rocking and rocking. “Was the same even before the Upheaval. The highborn rule, and the lowborn wear chains of servitude.” He cackled again. “It’s the same now, and will be the same forever. The faces of our rulers change, but that changes nothing. Better to accept and bow and hide....” his words gradually trailed off to a muttering whisper.
“We should never have brought him,” Damoc grumbled.
No one disagreed, but Leitos found in his heart a measure of pity for his old mentor. A moment later, the idea of giving Ba’Sel to the sea flashed through his mind, and he quickly tramped it down, mortified by the callous thought. Mortified, but at the same time sure that getting rid of Ba’Sel was the right thing to do, at least for everyone except Ba’Sel.
“Are we ready?” Ulmek asked, as he came around a jumble of spiny brush. Adham stood at his side, adjusting the straps of his haversack. Everyone else wore one, as well.
“Zuladah awaits,” Sumahn said. He cut his eyes toward Leitos. In a quiet voice, he added, “I hope you’re right about the folk there, little brother, or we are taking a great risk for nothing.”
“I don’t consider losing my head or ending up in chains nothing,” Damoc said.
“They will join us, once we show them they can,” Leitos said.
After sending a few scouts ahead, Ulmek led the rest of the company to the east, and soon brought them to a gulley where all but Ulmek and Leitos would stay under cover. The day’s heat increased, but no one complained aloud. Leitos was sure that they, like himself, had more important things to think about. Things like starting a war with an enemy that had never lost a significant battle.




Chapter 27
 
 
 
Although he had first come to the city from another direction, and in far different company, Zuladah was much as Leitos remembered it.
Dismal and dusty under the setting sun, the city sprawled like a trash heap within the confines of a shallow basin. A disorderly string of mudbrick shanties sprouted up just outside the city wall, and followed a serpentine road down to a large crescent harbor, where small fishing boats swam timidly around a score of sleek Kelren galleys and slave ships.
Closer by, folk were still entering the city, but at this time of day, most were trudging away, their pushcarts and rickety wagons empty, the baskets and panniers they carried barren.
“How do you mean to get us in?” Leitos asked Ulmek.
“We walk.”
Leitos frowned. “We cannot simply walk in. There are guards at the gates and on the walls, if you haven’t noticed. Likely, there are also hidden Alon’mahk’lar. And since we are not farmers or crafters, we have nothing to pay the king’s obligations.”
Ulmek smiled. “You, boy, underestimate the power of deception—and where that fails, there’s always intimidation.”
“You mean to threaten your way in?”
“I don’t believe it will come to that.” Ulmek stood straighter, put on his fiercest face. “I fancy that I make a fine Hunter, don’t you? And you, little brother, will be my apprentice.”
Leitos thought of the Hunters he had known: Zera, Sandros, Pathil. They had all been changelings, but when not showing their demon-born faces, they had looked as human as anyone else. If there was a difference, it was in their bearing—confident to the point of brazen. He and Ulmek might pull it off, but.... “What if they see through our disguises?”
Ulmek chuckled grimly. “Then a lot of gate guards will miss the setting of the sun this evening.” When Leitos didn’t share his humor, Ulmek added, “Trust me, boy, Hunters are not so few in Geldain that a lowly gate guard can recognize them all. Just leave the talking to me.”
“What am I supposed to do?”
“Just stay quiet and look very, very angry. You can do that, yes?”
Leitos wasn’t so sure, but he nodded.
They were about to make their way down to the rocky road below them, but froze at the dull clanking of a bell. “Hold,” Ulmek said, motioning Leitos to hide behind a thorn bush.
The racket grew louder, and a small herd of wooly sheep came around a bend in the road. A man and two young boys in roughspun tunics used sticks to goad the animals along.
After the shepherds had gone by, Ulmek and Leitos hurried down to the road. “I see no reason for us to dance around sheep dung or eat dust,” Ulmek said, quickening his stride until past the shepherds, who looked neither left nor right.
Leitos had seen similar beaten expressions when he came to Zuladah with Zera. It angered and saddened him, and made him wonder why no one had ever risen up against their crushing servitude before now. He thought maybe they feared death, but amended that. For them, death and life were the same. It was the manner in which they would perish that kept them groveling. Also, like his own enslaved people, they believed the lies about their ancestors’ disobedience to the Faceless One, and so accepted their fate.
Before Leitos and Ulmek reached Zuladah’s southern gate, a familiar refrain rose up from the few folk they shared the road with.
 
From the darkness between the stars,
Came He, the Lord of Light,
To deliver peace and safety upon all lands.
Praise the Faceless One,
He who suffers the unworthy.
Praise the Faceless One,
He who blesses the contemptible.
Bow to His wisdom,
Bow to His righteous judgment.
Praise be to the Merciful One,
Praise be to the Lord of Light and Shadow.
 
Ulmek shook his head. “I wonder what these pathetic fools would think to learn that their Lord of Light and Shadow is actually Peropis, the Eater of the Damned?”
“It would change nothing,” Leitos said, sure of that.
“And you still believe these cowering wretches can become a conquering army?”
“Not all of them,” Leitos admitted, pushing down his doubts. “Not even most of them. But enough will.”
“I hope you’re right,” Ulmek said.
“If you doubted,” Leitos said, “you wouldn’t be here with me.”
“Ah, you’ve become a true, cocksure brother,” Ulmek chuckled, as they came to halt behind a crookbacked old man with a pushcart heaped with assorted baskets.
None too gently, a hollow-cheeked guard pulled the man aside, while two more guards lifted the lids on the baskets to reveal a pathetic harvest of wilted vegetables. After emptying seven of ten baskets into the back of a stout wagon already heavily burdened with assorted goods, they sent the farmer on his way. By his gap-toothed smile, the farmer seemed to count his losses a fair bargain.
Munching a withered fig, the first guard’s eyes shifted under the brim of his open-faced leather helmet. Those eyes stopped when they fell on Ulmek and Leitos. A queer hesitancy came over his face. “Never seen you around here ... Hunters.” The way he said Hunters made it into a question.
The two other guards turned to look at the newcomers with open suspicion. Like the first guard, they wore voluminous trousers the color of sand, and boiled leather breastplates that bore no insignia. The spears they carried had steel blades as long as Leitos’s forearm, with edges that glittered red in the dusky light.
“Were I you,” Ulmek said, fingering the hilt of his sword, “I would name that a blessing.”
The guard went rigid when he looked at Leitos, who belatedly put on a face of pure fury. “By the memory of the Three, have you lot taken to recruiting ice-born?”
“Seems fitting,” Ulmek drawled, “since Izutarians are an unruly breed and known, on occasion, to escape the mines. Fitting or not, I never make it a habit to question my master’s orders.”
The guard stared blankly at the insinuation to his failings, then sudden alarm washed over his face. “What, me, question? No! Never!” He abruptly pressed his lips together and scampered aside, gesturing for Ulmek and Leitos to pass. The other two guards made busy investigating the wares stowed in the wagon.
After moving into the city, Ulmek put on a smug grin. “Not so hard as you feared, eh?”
Leitos glanced over his shoulder. The three guards had come together and were speaking in an animated hush. When they noticed him looking, they cut off and made a show of accosting the shepherds he and Ulmek had passed earlier.
“Not so hard,” Leitos agreed, turning his eye on the litter-choked streets. A good many folk were wandering about in small groups or alone, their shuffling gait giving rise to a shroud of stinking dust. There was no joy in their conversation, no hope in their eyes. All wore tattered garb over wasted bodies.
“What now?” Leitos asked. “I expect you must know someone here.” He glanced at his leader, a sudden suspicion in his heart. “Or will we go straight to the puppet king?”
“No kings for us, at least not this night. We Brothers know of a few helpful folk hereabouts, but there’s only one of consequence.”
Leitos had long ago guessed the Brothers must have eyes and ears within living cities, but had never asked how. He did so now.
Ulmek’s eyes widened, and he answered with a question of his own. “Why wouldn’t we Brothers know folk? It’s not as though we can fill our ranks by wandering about in the desert, now, is it? As it happens, Zuladah is where we found Sumahn and Daris. They were urchins, of course, and feisty as sewer rats—as they were living in the sewers, they also smelled like rats.”
“I never knew,” Leitos admitted.
Black eyes roving over the aimless throngs, Ulmek said, “I sometimes forget that you became a Brother under different circumstances than most of the rest of us.”
“Sumahn told me that Ba’Sel helped only those he was certain could become Brothers.”
“To a point, that is true,” Ulmek said. “And more’s the pity that I trusted his judgment on that score as long as I did. Over the years, there were many hundreds we could have recruited, but didn’t. If I had known all along that the man’s wits were crumbling, things might now be different. Perhaps we would have built an army long ago, and Geldain would already be in the hands of humankind.”
“Things can still be different,” Leitos said. “But that will depend on who you are taking us to see.”
“A particular smuggler—”
“Smuggler? Last time I trusted one of those, he betrayed Zera and I.”
Ulmek snorted. “If Zera was involved, you must mean that scandalous old cur, Suphtra?”
“Yes,” Leitos said, remembering Suphtra’s warehouse, and all the folk within drinking and smoking swatarin. It had been those people, who were willing to risk their lives for a moment’s pleasure, that had first got him to thinking about harnessing that small defiance, and growing it into full rebellion. “Zera killed him.”
“Well,” Ulmek sneered, “I suppose even a demon-born can do some good, on occasion.”
Leitos let the man keep his hatreds. After all, Zera had betrayed the Brothers, even if she had done so because of her love for him.
“Be that as it may,” Ulmek went on, “the smuggler we seek is far more secretive and dangerous than that snake Suphtra. More importantly, this person has never bowed to the Faceless One, or King Rothran.”
“How can any man stay truly hidden here, or anywhere?”
“Muranna is a woman,” Ulmek corrected, leading them into an alley heaped with rubbish. The light of the setting sun burned like a river of molten iron above the gap between two leaning buildings. Down low, all was dark and rank. “As far as keeping out of sight, it’s not so hard as you might think, if you’re willing to make certain ... sacrifices.”
Ulmek absently swatted at a cloud of swarming flies, and halted over an iron grate sunk into the cobblestones.
Leitos groaned when he heard and smelled the sluggish trickle running below the city. “She lives in the sewers?” he said, incredulous. He had wandered in Zuladah’s sewers once before, and did not relish the thought of going into them again.
Ulmek toed open the grate. “No, little brother, Muranna and her band of ruffians live far deeper than the sewers ... far deeper, in truth, than any Alon’mahk’lar would dare go.”
“No doubt for fear of falling into the Thousand Hells,” Leitos laughed uneasily.
A grim smile played over Ulmek’s lips. “Precisely.”




Chapter 28
 
 
 
In the quiet after dusk became night, Belina could hear the steady rumble and rush of waves breaking and retreating far away. The company had taken shelter in a deep slash in the face of the desert, and the thick brush and piles of rock littering its sides provided excellent cover to keep watch for marauding Alon’mahk’lar.
Belina had tucked herself up under a prickly patch of brush near the mouth of the gulley, but wished she had gone higher, where she could look down on the moonlit surf. In this arid land, in seemed crucial to keep within sight of water, even if it was water you couldn’t drink.
At least I can hear it, she thought, tracing a finger through a spot of sand, surprised how cool it was so soon after nightfall. While the sun had shone bright, she thought it would roast her to a husk. Now she felt almost cold—a rare sensation for a Yatoan. She hugged herself, longing for a heavier tunic.
Low laughter drew her attention. Close at hand, but too far to see clearly, Nola and Sumahn were sitting close enough to touch shoulders and whispering to each other. Belina felt a pang in her heart, but it took a while to recognize it as jealously. When she did, she pushed it away with a muttered oath.
“I wouldn’t be so hard on yourself,” Damoc said, moving to kneel at her side. Like Nola, the worst of his wounds had healed in the days since leaving Yato.
Belina slapped his arm. “You should know better than to sneak up on one of your daughters. It’s a good way to end up with a knife poking your guts.”
“Ah, well, if I’m to suffer such a fate, I’d rather it be you or Nola who does the deed.”
“Don’t say that,” Belina snapped.
His chuckle cut off. “It was a jest, daughter.”
“This is no time for jests,” Belina said. “And besides, I thought you were watching Ba’Sel?”
“He’s safe enough where he is,” Damoc assured her, and gestured vaguely back the way he had come. “Truth told, all that muttering babble of his, and the way he rocks and rocks, makes me nervous. We never should have brought him along.”
“What if it were me or Nola who had gone mad?” Belina grated. “Would you be so willing to abandon us?”
“Of course not,” he said defensively. He peered closely at her. “Are you feeling well?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
Damoc settled his backside into the sand next to her. “I could just as easily ask why you would be feeling well? Here were are, hunkered in the dirt of a waterless land, leagues from home, all but abandoned by our people, and preparing to start a war without an army. Those are not things to settle a mind.”
“We’ll have an army,” she said. “Leitos and Ulmek will see to it.”
“Will they?”
“Seems a bit soon to start losing confidence,” she said.
“Perhaps,” Damoc said meditatively.
Belina turned her mind to what he had first said. “What makes you think I’m being hard on myself?”
“I’m your father, girl. I see the way you look at Nola and Sumahn. You should be happy for them.”
“I am,” Belina said. She added a beaming grin to show him how happy she was.
Damoc snorted. “Normally I’d not hold with outlanders getting close to my daughters, but Nola has always been headstrong. Like as not, if I forbade her to speak with Sumahn, she’d drag him off into this sun-blasted land, and never return. But you’re not like your sister, you are ... a good girl.”
Belina scowled. “I’m no better than Nola.”
The elder reached out to smooth her hair the way he used to, when telling her the visions she had were only bad dreams. He had never believed her, and still didn’t, despite the proof of Leitos’s presence.
“Better is the wrong word, daughter, and perhaps so is good,” he said. “But you two are different. Where Nola is reckless and wild, you are content. When this is all over, you’ll find a good man who appreciates that simple goodness.” He favored her with a sly grin. “Robis fancies you, and a fool though he is, he would make a fine, loyal husband.”
Simple goodness? Robis! Belina shoved his hand away. “You mean to wed me to that slinking coward, who is even now sitting back on Yato?”
Damoc cleared his throat. “Ah, well, you have a point. Still, there are plenty of others to choose from—”
“What if I’m not content, Father? What if I want more than to pick from a brood of craven wretches who let us sail off and fight their war?”
Even in the dark, she could see Damoc’s eyebrows climb in surprise. “Well,” he blustered, “I suppose there’s nothing wrong with that, either. Do you have someone else in mind?”
You have to ask? she thought. Belina scrambled clear of the bushes, and left her father where he sat.
“Belina, you’re on watch,” he called after her.
“I’m done watching rocks,” she flared. “Why don’t you have a turn at it!”
Belina swept past Nola and Sumahn, and they both gaped at her. She kept on climbing until the breath burned in her chest, and her legs had grown a hot, shaky ache. By then, she was high enough to see the waves breaking far below. Seeing those silvery lines crawling inland calmed her some, and she picked a likely rock and sat down. She was just catching her breath when a figure came out of the darkness below her.
When her sister was close enough to see the glitter of her remaining eye, a stab of guilt pained Belina’s heart. How could she envy Nola, who had found a man she cared for, a young man who was untroubled that half her face was ravaged by a terrible scar? Nola was healing, but the evidence of that grievous wound would never fade, and the beauty of the rest of her face somehow made it more grotesque.
With an uncharacteristically shy smile, Nola sat down next to her. “Father was pestering you, wasn’t he?”
“How did you know?” Belina asked, retuning the smile. It felt good to sit with Nola. Since the destruction of the Throat of Balaam, they had not been alone together very often.
“Not hard to guess.”
“I suppose.”
“Well,” Nola said after a lengthy pause, “what was he on about?”
Belina almost kept her lips sealed, but then said, “Husbands.”
“Gods good and wise,” Nola said, shaking her head.
Belina noticed her shy smile growing wider. If it had been daylight, Belina knew she would be able to see a blush creeping into her sister’s cheeks. She asked the question she knew her sister was waiting for. “Are you going to tell me about him?”
“He’s wonderful,” Nola exclaimed, then pressed a hand against her lips to stifle anymore outbursts, and fell giggling against Belina. That nasty pang of jealousy tried to stab at Belina again, but she buried it under a mountain of joy for her sister.
Wincing in regret, Nola gestured at her face. “I don’t know how, but when he looks at me, I can tell he doesn’t see this the way everyone else does—the way I do. And he’s so strong and fierce, a true warrior. But he’s also kind, gentle, funny and....”
Belina listened intently as sister gushed on and on about Sumahn’s qualities, unsure if she saw him the same way. It seemed Nola had created a fantasy that cast the youth in a flattering light. She kept thinking that, until it dawned on her that she was listening to Nola, herself a ferocious warrior. In Nola’s eyes, Belina guessed Sumahn would seem almost tame.
“What about you?” Nola said suddenly, grinning like a fool.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“You know ... you and Leitos?”
Belina had known what Nola was coming to, but when she spoke his name aloud, Belina saw in her mind’s eye what had happened atop Witch’s Mole. Not the way Leitos had slaughtered the sea-wolves, but what he had become—rather, started to become. She hastily shoved that image and what it meant aside.
“That will never be,” Belina said softly, and where envy had failed to pierce her, now sorrow succeeded. She tried to tell herself it was a girl’s silly wish, something she should have outgrown long ago, but the ache remained, spreading from her heart to her throat.
“I’ve seen the way you look at him,” Nola said quietly. “And I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”
“You’ve seen what you wanted to see,” Belina countered.
Nola’s jaw tightened. “I may only have one good eye, sister, but it sees as good as it ever did.”
He loves another, Belina almost said, but didn’t. “Perhaps you are right,” she said at last, forcing herself to sound hopeful.
“I know I am,” Nola said. “Just you wait and see.” She placed a hand on Belina’s arm, gave her an earnest look. “But if you wait for him to figure it out, you will have a long wait. Better to tell him outright, and take away any questions in his mind.”
“I’ll think on it,” Belina promised, knowing she never would. She could care for Leitos, protect him for the sake of the world, but it would never go farther than that.
A rattle of stone drifted out of the darkness. Belina reached for her sword hilt at the same time Nola snatched her dagger free. The click of stones bumping stones came again, then Sumahn, Damoc, and Adham materialized out of the night to join them.
“Did Ba’Sel come this way?” Sumahn demanded.
“No,” Nola said. “I thought he was resting.”
“He was,” Adham said, giving Damoc an accusing stare.
“The old fool hasn’t moved on his own for days,” the elder said defensively. “How was I supposed to know this was the night he would decide to go wandering.”
“Dare not speak of him that way,” Sumahn said, low and dangerous.
“And don’t you dare give me warnings, boy.”
“Stop this,” Nola said, looking uncertainly between her father and Sumahn. Neither man appeared ready to back down, and Belina was reminded of the fight between Damoc and Leitos, the one in which her father had nearly lost his head to Leitos’s sword.
“If you’d kept an eye on him,” Sumahn said, squaring his shoulders, “he would not have gone wandering in the first place.”
“Are you blustering fools going to fight over it,” Adham asked, “or are we going to find Ba’Sel before he stumbles into an enemy patrol, and brings a host of Alon’mahk’lar down on our heads?”
Both Sumahn and Damoc continued to grumble under their breath like a pair of ill-tempered dogs, but the tension went out of them.
Adham looked around in the dark. “He cannot have gotten far. If we split up, we can find him quick enough.”
“What about defending the camp?” Nola asked.
“We’ll leave two people here with the supplies,” Damoc said. “The rest of us will look for him. Unless, of course, someone has a better idea?”
Sumahn looked like he had a lot of ideas, but as none of them would help find Ba’Sel, he held his tongue.
“Let’s stop dithering, and get to it,” Adham said.
In short order, everyone had paired off to begin the hunt.
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
The scent of cool sage filled Ba’Sel’s nose as he escaped through the night. Leaving tracks in the sand would not do, so he moved by leaping from rock to rock. It did not make for a straight path, but he continually went in the right direction. East to his homelands. East to Eponta.
He came to a hill of tumbled sandstone, scampered up to the highest point, and looked back the way he had come. In the faint moonlight, he could see several figures sneaking along his back trail, beating the brush and poking around larger boulders. They were moving slow, searching. But they would not find him. No, no, they would not. He was a ghost, and the night was his realm.
In the other direction, he saw the faint light of a small city. Memory told him it was Zuladah, but compared to what he saw now, it was a different city. Zuladah was a bustling seaport. At night it glowed like the jewels of a crown lit by golden sunlight. Always there was music and dancing, feasting and celebration. But this place he saw now was gloomy, its jewels dim, worn out, ugly. And where the harbor had once rested just outside the walls, so like Kula-Tak, now it was separate, as if the land had ruptured and raised up the city, while at the same time sinking the harbor.
The Upheaval broke the lands asunder, a cruel voice told him. Don’t you remember?
“No,” Ba’Sel breathed. “There was no Upheaval.”
You saw the stars fall from the heavens. You saw the skies burn, and the Three die. You were there when the Well of Creation was destroyed. All you imagine is from before. The age of men is dust ... unless you stand and fight.
“You lie,” Ba’Sel whimpered, the two Zuladahs struggling to merge behind his eyes. He could not let that happen. He looked back toward his enemies.
Not enemies, you old fool. They’re your friends. You must remember. The Upheaval ravaged the world. The Faceless One—Peropis—rose from the ashes, and with her came the demon-born. You are a Brother of the Crimson Shield. You must remember. War is coming, and you must fight.
“I cannot,” Ba’Sel said, terrified, shaking his head. “I must hide. Always hide. Troubles come and go, but always they return, and all the more swiftly they fall upon those who resist. Best to let trouble pass by. There is no other way.”
If none of this is true, the voice said, tricksome now, like a serpent slithering into a bedroll, then why would you need to hide?
For a moment, those two opposing ideas vied for space inside his head, freezing him, making his skull ache.
Remember.
“No.”
What was, is no more.
“No.”
If you don’t remember, then all is lost.
“You lie!” Ba’Sel shouted.
Far off, a few shadowy heads turned in his direction.
Ba’Sel scrambled off his perch and raced east. He no longer cared about leaving tracks. Later he would be more careful, but right now he needed to put miles between himself and those who sought him. He gradually turned north to avoid the dying city of Zuladah.
Not dying, that voice said. Dead. And dead you will be, if you do not remember the reason you fight.
“Cannot fight,” Ba’Sel blubbered. “Never fight! It only leads to blood and death. Must hide. Always hide. You speak lies.”
If I lie, then why would you need to hide? If there is no war, then why seek refuge? If Zuladah yet thrives, then why not find a tavern and drink your fill? Dance, Brother, love a woman, and be merry.
“No! No! No!” Ba’Sel screamed, burying the filthy, confusing voice. Run! he told himself, and was horrified to hear that the deceptive mutterer in his head had spoken with his voice.
Hide, Brother, and you will die.
Ba’Sel clutched his head between his hands, refusing to heed the babbling inside his skull, refusing to look at Zuladah as it passed by in the night. His feet flashed through the cool air, taking him east. East to his homelands. East to Eponta.




Chapter 29
 
 
 
Caught between two pairs of silent guards, Leitos and Ulmek spiraled down through a stairwell that seemed to have no end. Countless passing feet over countless years had hollowed the center of each step, forcing Leitos to concentrate on his footing.
Before he and Ulmek had come to the side passage branching off the sewer, where the four befouled guards had met them at a small wooden door, the Brother had explained that Muranna and her band made the ancient catacombs under Zuladah their home. It was a long tradition laid down by her ancestors, who had lived below the city even before the Upheaval.
Ulmek had also suggested that they would be greeted with open arms. Instead, cold steel and mistrust had met them. One of the guards had assured the others that he had heard of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield, but that only seemed to make them more uneasy. When another guard demanded that they hand over their weapons, Ulmek had smiled coldly and fingered his sword hilt. That put an end to demands of any sort.
Leitos had begun to think they really were journeying to the Thousand Hells, when the stairwell abruptly ended at pillared hall with a ceiling so high that the light of two long rows of lampstands could not diminish the darkness overhead.
As they marched along the length of the hall, Leitos worked to keep his awe in check. The bone-towns he had traveled through north of Zuladah had stunned him with their great manses and palaces, despite the ruin the Upheaval had wrought upon them. But nothing he had seen was built on the scale of this hall for the dead. Beyond lampstands, he spied bronze castings of men and women standing eternal watch over their entombed bones. The mossy tarnish of ages bearded those faces in green and white, but could not dispel their regal bearing.
“Kings and queens?” Leitos asked.
“Merchants,” Ulmek corrected. “After the fall of the Suanahad Empire, Geldain was torn apart by dozens of warring sand kings—the Emperor’s former advisors and generals. After a generation of constant war, much of Geldain lay in shambles. Common traders and artisans formed guilds, which in turn amassed more wealth and power than any king, queen, or emperor had ever imagined. In time, they became the true power of Geldain. In time, it was they who raised up kings and queens, and decided the laws for various realms.”
Leitos tried to imagine such a time, but failed. “What happened to them?”
“Their greed, corruption, and lust for authority eventually destroyed them, their subjects, and their lands,” Ulmek said. The Brother shrugged at Leitos’s frown. “Even if we win this war, little brother, the light will shine only for a while, before the darkness starts creeping back.”
“How can you know that?”
“Ba’Sel taught his warriors how to read the ancient histories we found in bone-towns,” Ulmek said. “Read enough of those dusty tomes, and you begin to see the patterns of rulers and the ruled.”
Leitos refused to accept it. “This time will be different.”
“If folk rid themselves of their chains, peace and prosperity will reign for a time. They will be thankful for their freedoms. But generation by generation, their courage and principles will breed arrogance and selfishness. Folk will begin to think their mere existence should earn them every desire of their heart. At that time, they will begin to support rulers—be it kings or wealthy merchants—who promise to give them all they want. And, generation by generation, those kingly gifts will become less and less. Folk will come to accept the crumbs and severe laws that have replaced the gold and freedoms their forefathers knew. By then, it will be too late to escape the chains waiting in their children’s future.”
“If there is no lasting hope, then why fight at all?”
“We can only fight for the hope of this day, Leitos. We can teach our children to fight for the same, but when we are gone, it will be up to them to decide their fate.”
Leitos struggled with that until they came to a matched pair of towering doors layered in gold and aged ivory carvings.
“Wait here,” the eldest guard ordered Leitos and Ulmek. His brow was lumpy under a fall of oily gray hair, and his bulbous nose was squashed deep into the center of his face, as if someone had thrashed him brutally and often when he was a babe. Like his fellows, he smelled of moldy cheese and excrement. He jabbed a finger at those three now. “Make sure these fools don’t get up to any trouble.”
After receiving nods of agreement, the guard pounded at the doors, careless of the great wealth encrusting their surface. When it opened a crack, he started to slip through, but Ulmek caught his arm. “Make sure you give Muranna my name.”
Squash-nose leered. “Unless you want to gobble my cock, I don’t owe you anything, so you can keep your demands to yourself.”
Shocked gasped came from the other guards, and for a moment Leitos thought sure the Brother was going to cut the man’s heart out.
Ulmek settled for a curt, “Do as I say, or I’ll carve your gods-cursed eyeballs out of your skull, and stuff them into that foul mouth of yours.”
Squash-nose gawped, revealing a handful of rotten teeth, then jerked out of Ulmek’s grasp and darted through the opening. A second later, the door boomed shut.
“You told ol’ Thayon, you did,” one of the other guards laughed. The man passed a hand over the few limp strands of black hair at the crown of his otherwise bald head.
“And what are you called?” Ulmek asked, face pleasant, save for his eyes, which glimmered hard and dark as obsidian.
“Blavis,” the man said eagerly. He made a clumsy little bow, and his tuft of hair wiggled. When he straightened, he swiped the sleeve of his tunic through strings of yellow snot leaking from his nose.
“Blavis, indeed,” Ulmek said musingly, as if that explained a great deal.
“I’m Gargun,” another guard piped. “An’ this one’s my brother, Rineold.” These two were skinny as skeletons. “Muranna always sets us to guardin’ the Hall of Bones, as we’s the best at it.”
“And there’s not a better choice your mistress could have made,” Ulmek assured them.
“We’ve heard stories of you,” Rineold blurted.
“And of all the Brothers,” Blavis added.
His nostrils flaring, Ulmek leaned away as Gargun edged closer. The guard’s grimy hands fondled the haft of his spear. “If you need a good fighter to join your order, why, you’ve come to the right place. I can fight demon-born, an’ so can Blavis and Rineold.”
“Not Thayon, though!” Blavis snorted. “Gods no!”
“Too old, he is,” Rineold said with a sad shake of his head.
“An’ too stupid!” Gargun hooted.
By now Ulmek’s upper lip had grown a curl. “I’ll keep you in mind,” he promised, having to raise his voice above the energetic babble.
Silence fell at once, and looks of awe and gratefulness crossed the trio’s faces. Ulmek took that moment to turn his back on them.
The guards looked to Leitos, all but begging him to engage in conversation. As he didn’t have a word for any of them, he joined Ulmek in a silent study of the ivory and gold doors before them.
A moment later, one of the great doors opened again, and Thayon emerged. He gave Ulmek a hateful, piggy glare, and jerked his head in the direction he’d come from. “She says you’re welcome to enter—but if you get up to any mischief—any at all—I’ll have off your stones.”
The idiot grins fell from other three guards. They set to grumbling amongst themselves, and casting hard looks at their leader.
“The day you draw steel on me,” Ulmek said, “is the day I sheath a sword in your decayed arsehole. Now stand aside.” When Ulmek pressed in close, Thayon’s lips skinned back from his dung-hued teeth, and he bumbled out of the way.
Leitos passed over the threshold into a gloomy antechamber. Ulmek came after, slamming the door behind him. Outside, Thayon’s impotent threats rose immediately, spiced liberally with vile oaths. A moment more, and all the guards were shouting and cursing one another.
“Poor Thayon,” said the young woman who greeted them. “You must forgive his manners. He has his uses, few as they are.” Lean and tall, she wore dark layers of strapped and studded leather, and there was a hint of sardonic laughter in her eyes and in the turn of her full lips.
Here, Leitos knew, was no dimwitted guard of the Hall of Bones. What troubled him was that her demeanor, sure and confidant, and the easy way she clasped the hilt of her scabbarded sword, reminded him too much of a Hunter—Zera, in point of fact.
The woman motioned for them to follow her through another set of doors, which she promptly barred. Leitos’s mouth fell open at the unexpected light and richness that greeted his eyes. The woman set out across the mosaicked floor of another hall, this one smaller but more sumptuous than the outer hall. Decorative horseshoe arches supported high barrel vaults. Statues of stone and burnished metal lined the walls between dozens of barred doors. Mirrors hung behind radiant glass globes filled the hall with a warm yellow light.
“So much firemoss,” Ulmek said to Leitos, “shows Muranna’s success. One of those globes alone is worth more than a hundred slaves.”
“And how many hundreds would it take to pay for all the rest?” Leitos wondered aloud, his skin crawling at the thought of trading humankind for light.
“More than there are in all of Geldain.”
“My mistress does not trade in slaves,” their guide said over her shoulder.
“Then what?” Leitos demanded
“Swatarin, mostly....” She trailed off, her dark eyes wandering over Ulmek in a way that made the normally taciturn warrior fidget. When she spoke again, she had lowered her voice. “It was once thought that swatarin and firemoss only grew across the Sea of Drakarra, but Muranna has learned to grow them here. Even under the watchful eyes of the Faceless One’s minions, she is able to trade enough of each to secure herself, and all her household.”
“I would think that would be a close secret,” Ulmek said.
The woman’s eyes drank him in. “Besides Muranna, only myself and a few others know the truth. Such is the reason no one is allowed to enter her inner sanctum. But you, Ulmek, Brother of the Crimson Shield, have always been welcome.”
“You seem to know me,” Ulmek said, “but I’m sure we’ve never met.”
“I’m Sybeth. You would not remember me ... but I remember you.”
Ulmek frowned. “Sybeth....You were a girl, last I came here. Muranna’s handmaid.”
“So you do remember,” she laughed prettily, and Leitos noticed that she put an exaggerated sway into her hips. “Of course, now I’m neither a girl, nor a handmaid.”
“Then what are you?” Ulmek asked, just short of mockery.
That tone did not seem to sit well with Sybeth, and her seductive sway became a heavy-heeled stalking. “I’m Captain of Muranna’s House Guard.”
At Ulmek’s noncommittal grunt, Sybeth picked up her pace.
“You might have made an enemy in that one,” Leitos whispered.
“All the world is full of foes,” Ulmek said distractedly, his gaze flickering once more to Sybeth’s hips. “And the most dangerous are always the prettiest.”
Thinking of Zera, Leitos couldn’t disagree. Unbidden, he also thought of Belina. She was dangerous in her own hidden way, like velvet covering sharp steel. Most people, he was sure, didn’t see it for all of Nola’s dangerousness. He gave his head a shake, and distanced himself from thoughts of either of those three sisters. He needed no distractions, not now.
Sybeth came to another set of doors more grand than any others so far, layered in gold leaf and embedded with gems. She gave the ornate surface a gentle rap.
“Enter,” called a woman’s husky voice.
Sybeth swung open the door. “After your affairs with Muranna are concluded,” she said against Ulmek’s ear, “perhaps we’ll have a moment to ... catch up?”
“Perhaps,” Ulmek said thickly, and hurried into the chamber.
Leitos followed close on his heels. Sybeth was still laughing when the door closed, but Ulmek’s whisper put the woman out of Leitos’s mind. “Remember what I told you, little brother. The most dangerous are always the prettiest.”




Chapter 30
 
 
 
Ulmek’s warning faded as Leitos’s gaze swept over the chamber. Sheer pastel curtains hung at intervals from the coffered ceiling, partially dividing one colossal room into many. Through the gaps, Leitos saw a stunning abundance of wealth, from the thick carpets, to the elaborate furnishings, to the intricate tapestries on the walls. All was lit by firemoss lamps fashioned from glass blown into fanciful shapes. More than the treasures, it was the woman seated on a throne-like chair at the far end of the columned room that caught his eye.
“Ulmek!” Muranna said. “You have been absent so long I thought you’d been killed. It did not help that I had heard rumors of a great defeat that had befallen the Brothers of the Crimson Shield. Of course, we both know King Rothran has always been wise enough to spread dire whispers about the enemies of the Faceless One. Such keeps the rabble compliant and utterly hopeless. Not that they have much room in their lives for hope of any sort.”
Ulmek shrugged. “Yes, well, rumors are only rumors until proven true.”
Leitos struggled not to stare when Muranna stood off her chair. The dark-haired women wore a gown of crimson silk that was thinner than a dream. Her slim hips and generous breasts strained against the delicate fabric. A lapis and gold pendant the size of gull’s egg glimmered at the top her cleavage. When he felt a stirring in his middle, he dropped his gaze to his feet. Beside him, Ulmek appeared bold and sure as ever, but there was a wooden quality to his face.
Muranna stepped down off the low dais, her movements a slow, seductive dance. “So, are any of the rumors true?”
Leitos thought sure Ulmek would lie, but he did not. “Yes, as it happens. My order has fallen.”
“A pity.” Muranna sauntered closer, a silver goblet hanging carelessly from her fingers. “I also regret that if you have come for boys to fill Ba’Sel’s sad little band, I have none to give you. Things have changed in Zuladah, of late.”
Ulmek drew himself up. “I do not seek a few orphans, but an army.”
A brief flicker of surprise crossed her oval face, and was gone just as quickly. “So Ba’Sel has finally decided to stop playing his ridiculous game?”
Ulmek took a deep breath. “Ba’Sel has nothing to do with my request.”
A slight frown pinched her brows. “Surely nothing ill has befallen our great leader?” Leitos sensed true concern from her.
Ulmek swallowed. “Ba’Sel is hale of body but ... his mind is broken.”
“Perhaps that is for the best ... if it puts you in charge.”
“It’s nothing I would have wanted.”
“Of course not, good Ulmek, but circumstances are what they are.” Her concern for Ba’Sel had evaporated. “Yet, as you have come looking for an army where there is none, I must worry if Ba’Sel’s madness hasn’t touched you?”
“We both know you command a great number of ruffians.”
“Thieves, smugglers, and liars are no army. But even if they were, what need have I of armies and the wars they would fight? And that is what you are talking about, is it not? For why have an army unless one also means to make war? Furthermore, as there is only one true enemy of humankind, that would mean making war against the Faceless One.”
“You have never been a fool.”
Muranna sipped her wine. “No, I have not. That is why I reside here—wealthy, pampered, and wanting for nothing. War is for desperate fools who will give over their lives for dreams better left undreamed.” She smiled at Ulmek’s frown. “But sit, friend, have a taste of wine, and tell me all that you hope to gain.”
“Why waste my breath?”
Muranna laughed. “Because we are old friends, and that’s what friends do. Talk, reminisce, and....” she trailed off, leaving Leitos to wonder what she had left unsaid. By the look in Ulmek’s eyes, Muranna and the Brother might have been rather intimate friends, at one time.
Now she spoke again. “Besides, if you expect me to fund this rebellion of yours, and risk all that I hold dear, I would learn how you mean to ensure success. Mine and yours.”
Ulmek’s face was hard. “There are no promises I can give you.”
“We shall see.”
Muranna led them beyond a fall of gossamer curtains, and sat at an ornate table. While Leitos and Ulmek took their chairs, she poured herself more wine from a tall flagon, splashed more into another two goblets. Reclining in her seat, she crossed one long leg over the other.
“The trick, dear Ulmek, is to change my mind. Speak plainly—it is, after all, what you have always done best.”
Ulmek laughed. “I want an army, as I have already said.”
Muranna sat forward, the amorous creature becoming a shrewd-eyed bargainer. “Will I gain more than I lose?”
“If we succeed, you will gain your freedom—true freedom, in place of this gilded cage.”
“Will those gains linger, or will they be short-lived? I do not want a taste, only to have it ripped away when I am at my happiest.”
“Victory—true, hard-fought victory—will rid us of our enemies forever.”
Muranna sipped wine, her dark eyes giving nothing away. “How?
“Give me the seeds of an army to conquer Zuladah, and those few seeds will grow into a force to rival the armies of the Suanahad Empire. And when Geldain is ours, we will then begin to reclaim the rest of the world.”
Muranna sat back. “You seem to be forgetting the Faceless One. With enough of these seeds, you could grow an army large enough to rid Geldain of Alon’mahk’lar. I have often plotted the same myself. But what of Mahk’lar? Spirits of demons call no one realm home, but travel where they will, unhindered. Zuladah and the surrounding lands are protected by the Faceless One’s decree, but once you launch a war, that protection will no longer hold. How do you intend to keep so many safe from possession?”
“Rumors have it that King Rothran retains a vast store of stones of protection.”
“Rumors are not enough to win wars,” Muranna said. “And you still have not explained how you mean to defeat the Faceless One, a being no one has ever seen.”
When Leitos saw the look of defeat cross Ulmek’s face, he leaned forward. Muranna’s eyes widened when she looked at him, and he knew that until that moment, he had been below her notice.
“You are not Geldainian,” she said. “The sun has darkened your skin, but the blue of your eyes speaks of the north—Izutar, I would guess, since the Faceless One has a certain love for enslaving your people.”
Leitos saw no reason to speak of his ancestry. “The Faceless One is a lie.”
“Leitos—” Ulmek began, but cut off when Muranna shot him a hard look.
“Tell me, dear Leitos, what Ulmek would keep back.”
After the Yatoans had disregarded his warning and his plea for aid, Leitos was in no mood to hold anything back. “I killed the Faceless One.” Her eyes went wide with disbelief. She began to speak, but he overrode her. “I killed the Faceless One, and he wore the face of my grandfather, Kian Valara, the King of the North. Peropis is the true power behind that myth.”
Muranna stood up. “You are deluded fools, and your presence here is surely a threat to me. It is time for you both to leave.”
As she made to turn away, Leitos caught her arm. She tried to pull away, but he held her. He had to convince her, or he would end up like Ba’Sel, wandering about Geldain, collecting just enough orphans to keep the false hope of the Brothers of the Crimson Shield alive. It was not a life he wanted. The time to act was now, but that window was fast closing.
“Instead of gains,” he said, “I’ll tell you what you and the rest of us stand to lose. Peropis is preparing to escape the Thousand Hells, not as a spirit, but a being of flesh and spirit. She will fill the world with her kindred, and send the last of humankind to the Thousand Hells. And from that place, we will never escape. Out of her hatred for Pa’amadin, she will torture us for all eternity, and feast on our misery. There will be no hope of Paradise, no hope of anything, save unending death.”
When he released Muranna, she took a measured step backward. “Have you brought a priest into my midst, Ulmek, or a madman?”
“I stood at his side when he learned what he told you.” Ulmek spoke the lie so smoothly, Leitos almost believed it.
Muranna’s face clouded, and her eyes twitched over the carpeted floor, as if searching for something. “If I give you an army, I want something in return.”
“Name your price,” Ulmek invited.
“King Rothran’s throne.”
“You would be Queen of Zuladah?
An eager light replaced the hesitancy in her gaze. “Who better? Besides, I grow weary of ruling over bones in crypts. It is more fitting that I should climb out of this warren, and rule in the light of day. But you underestimate me. I would be queen not of a mere city, but all of Geldain.”
Ulmek tugged his chin. “As queen, what will you do for me?”
“What all good queens do, keep my army in soldiers and supplies.” Before Ulmek could speak a word of promise, she added, “First, I want to hear how you intend to take the city, for if you cannot do even that, then you will never conquer Geldain, let alone anything else.”
Ulmek quickly detailed who would act when and where. As he spoke, Muranna nodded often, and asked pointed questions.
When he finished, she toyed with her pendant with a languid finger. “If this works, I think perhaps I will make you my king.”
Ulmek gave her what Leitos considered a genuine smile. “And, perhaps, I would accept your offer.”
Leitos held his tongue until he and Ulmek had put the Hall of Bones at their backs, and climbed the winding stairs back to the sewers.
Only when they were again walking the stinking black alleys of a night-cloaked Zuladah, did he speak. “Can we trust Muranna?”
“No, little brother, not even in the best of times would I trust the likes of Muranna. At least, not fully.”
“Then why did we go to her?”
“While I do not trust her, I do trust her love of wealth and power. Those two things, which I will give her, are the chains that bind her to us. And besides, there is no one else. We are alone and weak in a world of stalking nightmares, and she is our only hope.”
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“What do you mean he’s gone?” Ulmek demanded. The moonlight cast deep shadows in the hollows of his eyes and cheeks. “How do more than a score of guards let one crazed man escape?”
Damoc’s chest swelled with anger. Before he could lash out, Adham inserted himself between the two men. “Ba’Sel might be insane, but he’s no fool. If he got it into his head to escape—‘Hide,’ I believe he kept saying—then that’s what he will do.”
Ulmek looked out over the desert. “We must find him.”
“We have already tried,” Damoc said.
Ulmek glared at those gathered round. “Then we try again.”
“It’s no use,” Adham said. “Ba’Sel is gone. We should not risk what few lives we have on your friendship.”
“My friendship is not the reason I want him back. He knows too much. If he is caught and tortured, he will lead the enemy right to us.”
“I believe we discussed this problem before,” Damoc said coldly. “I also believe it was you who said you would keep Ba’Sel close at hand.”
“In that,” Ulmek admitted, grinding the words between his teeth, “you are right. I should have left Ba’Sel on Yato. Be that as it may, we must find him before an Alon’mahk’lar patrol does.”
“I don’t think he will allow himself to be found,” Adham said.
Ulmek gusted a sigh. “We have but a few hours before dawn. We search until then. If Ba’Sel is not found, then we return here and prepare for tonight.”
“I hope this plan of yours makes more sense than bringing Ba’Sel along in the first place,” Damoc said dryly.
“If we keep attacking each other,” Belina said, “it will not matter what we intend, because we’ll all end up killing each other before our enemies can.”
“The girl makes sense,” Adham said.
Ulmek and Damoc considered each other a long time. The wind sighed around them, rustling brush. No one else stirred or seemed to breathe. “Agreed,” they both said at once, and their glares intensified.
Adham barked laugher. “Let’s find Ba’Sel,” he said, “so that I can get some sleep.”
No one disagreed, and the company quietly broke into pairs. Leitos was heading for his father, when Belina caught his arm.
“We can search together,” she said. Leitos caught Nola watching them a few strides away. Sumahn whispered something to the girl, and a faint smile turned her lips. Sudden unease tickled Leitos’s belly. What are they up to?
“I was hoping to speak with my father,” Leitos said, edging toward Adham.
Adham glanced between them with raised eyebrows. “Morning is soon enough,” he said, and turned away before Leitos could think of a counterargument.
“I suppose that settles it,” Leitos said with forced pleasantness.
In short order, the pairs had picked routes and slipped into the night. Leitos and Belina headed back toward Zuladah, taking a route that would lead north of the city. He gave her a sidelong look, but her attention was on the ground at her feet. The Sleeping Widow, sinking toward the horizon, provided enough light to see by, but scarcely enough to find any tracks, unless they were obvious enough to trip over.
“Did Ba’Sel say anything before he left?” Leitos asked quietly.
“Much the same as always. A good deal about hiding, and something about Peropis being close and on the hunt.”
“I still don’t understand how he got away.”
Gray moonlight flashed in her eyes. “Are you taking Ulmek’s side against my father?”
“No, it’s not that. I just don’t see how—”
“You don’t see half as much as you think you do,” she spat, and went back to searching.
Leitos looked after her, wondering at her edginess. Shaking his head, he caught up with her. “Why did you want to come with me?”
“Who says I did?”
He barely hid his astonishment. “You did. Or do you not remember all but begging me to join you, instead of my father?”
“Begging? I never begged, you arrogant fool. I’m here because someone needs to keep you alive, someone who knows how important you are.”
“I can accept that you might have had a dream or two about someone who looks like me, but they were just dreams. I’m no savior, and I’m certainly not this man of shadow and steel you have dreamed of.”
“Are you certain?” Belina insisted. When he did not answer, she added, “Even if you and everyone else are right, and I am wrong, you still need someone to keep you from getting yourself killed. Your hate for our enemies makes you reckless.”
“Pardon me?”
“You ran headlong into the Throat of Balaam, eager to confront the Faceless One. And when you found out he was actually your grandfather, you didn’t hesitate to kill him.”
“He had made himself the enemy of humankind. And besides, he wasn’t really my grandfather, but Peropis.”
“You didn’t know that until after you killed him.”
“What difference does it make? One way or another, he, or she, was the Bane of Creation.”
“Would you kill your father as easily, or Ulmek, or me, if you believed we had become your enemy?”
An ache was forming in the center of Leitos’s head. “If you became my enemy, what choice would I have? But that would never happen.”
“How do you know?”
“I don’t ... that is to say ... why would it? Do you feel as though a Mahk’lar is in you?”
“Do you?” Before the last word faded into the night, a mortified look passed over her face. “I’m sorry. I should never have said that. I didn’t mean—”
Leitos caught her shoulders. She flinched away from him. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, dismayed. “Here, sit down, and tell me what is bothering you.”
She drew away. “We have to look for Ba’Sel.”
“Ba’Sel is gone. If we ever see him again, it will be his choice.”
Belina reluctantly took a seat on a rock. Leitos joined her, making sure to sit a comfortable distance away, so as not to trouble her further.
For a long time she sat in silence, concentrating on weaving a few strands of brittle grass into a thin braid. “You remember what happened on Witch’s Mole?” She asked it so quietly that he almost missed the question.
“Yes,” he said cautiously. She had told him the Kelrens had not ravished her, but now he feared she had lied. He wanted to comfort her in some way, but the set of her shoulders was a high, strong wall against him. He waited.
“Do you remember what happened to you?”
Leitos kept his features placid. “What do you mean?”
“You don’t remember anything strange?”
Leitos remembered the golden spindle, and how for a moment all had gone still, and how when that moment resumed, he had vanquished his foes as easily as if they were lifeless dolls. “Not really,” he lied. He had never been able to fully explain to himself what had happened, so how could he expect to tell it to Belina?
She peered into his eyes, and he looked away. Belina went back to braiding grass.
The sky was brightening to the east when she spoke again. “I need to stay near you.”
“Have you appointed yourself my guardian?”
“Why not me?”
He began speaking before he had a chance to think over the words. “When Peropis learns that the last of the Valara line has decided to make war against her, she will do everything she can to destroy me, my father, and anyone near us. I ... could not bear to watch you die.”
“We all die, sooner or later,” Belina said softly, and tossed her braid of grass. She stood and walked back the way they had come.
Leitos sat alone, knowing he would have to do everything in his power to ensure that he kept Belina away from him. He did not want her death on his head, especially if that death came because she was trying to protect him.
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After a long hot day spent trying not to think about everything that could go wrong, Leitos now found himself tamping down his excitement for the coming battle.
Armed only with daggers and stripped to their small clothes he, Sumahn, and Nola used the cover of night to creep over breakwater guarding Zuladah’s harbor. The weight of bulging net sacks weighted their shoulders and bent their backs.
Unseen in the night, two other boarding parties were moving toward their targets. The rest of the company was hidden amongst the shanties along the snake-back road that led from Zuladah to the harbor.
Leitos and the others edged closer to the waterline, eyes fixed on the faint light of firemoss lanterns swinging fore and aft on the numerous Kelren ships. Only three ships mattered this night, and for Leitos, only the one he and his party would board held his focus.
Sumahn paused at water’s edge. He wore the same eager grin that he had since first hearing Ulmek’s plan. “Ready?”
After nodding, Nola cast a worried look toward the ship their group had chosen. Leitos shared her anxiety. Climbing aboard an anchored ship would take much skill and more luck. Add to that the trouble of a watchman spotting them while they made the attempt, and the odds were stacked against them. But turning aside was no option.
“Leitos?” Sumahn asked.
Leitos made sure the rope securing the sack to his waist had not tangled, then signaled his readiness. Together, the trio eased into the gentle surf and began to swim toward their target. When they reached the ship’s anchor line, a hempen cable as thick as his arm, Leitos treaded water and unwound his rope, letting the sack drift. Sumahn and Nola bobbed in the water a little way off.
When he was ready, Leitos gripped the anchor line, which slanted at a steep angle from the ship’s bow into the sea. Ulmek believed most of the sea-wolves would be carousing in Zuladah, with only a few watchmen to guard the vessels. That made sense, but if he was wrong....
Before doubts could invade his heart, Leitos began to shinny up the thick rope. The first few feet were slick and wet, and climbing was nearly impossible. Soon after, he reached a point where the cable was dry, and the coarse hemp provided a good grip. He looked back once. Sumahn and Nola were watching him, a pair of dim faces drifting on dark waters.
Leitos soon reached the hawsehole, through which the anchor line disappeared into the ship. He had to scramble about, until jamming one foot into the hole. From there, he caught the rail and slowly pulled himself up.
A hasty search showed him secured booms, furled sails, coils of rope, stacked buckets, and bulky shapes covered with canvas tarps. Of Kelrens, he saw none. If nothing else, someone had to stand watch in case the anchor broke free. But where are they?
He scanned around one more time to make sure the way was clear, then heaved himself over the rail, and took shelter behind a stack of barrels. He again looked fore and aft. Lighted dimly by swinging firemoss lamps, the deck stood empty.
Across the harbor’s calm waters, the lanterns on the other ships still glowed, which meant the two other boarding parties had not yet secured their targets. Securing those vessels was the most difficult part of Ulmek’s strategy, and the most crucial, for what came after had to happen at the same instant. After that ... well, most everything else depended upon Muranna and her gang of ruffians.
Still keeping an eye out, Leitos hauled up the rope attached to his net sack, being as careful as he could to keep it from banging against the hull. Once he had it in hand, he tucked it out of sight for safe keeping. He crept back to the rail and waved to Sumahn and Nola. Within moments, they stood on the deck with him, their sacks stowed with his.
“Are you sure we are alone?” Sumahn asked.
“I have not seen anyone,” Leitos answered.
“A watchman could be sleeping somewhere,” Nola advised. She still wore a bandage around her head to cover her missing eye, but the wound had healed as much as it was likely to. Leitos guessed what was left of her vanity compelled her to keep the scar concealed. Belina had tried to take Nola’s place, but Damoc had forbade it. Belina was as much a fighter as Nola, but Leitos was glad she was not at his side. All that talk of hers about staying close did not sit well with him.
“We better make sure,” Sumahn advised. “I don’t want to get caught below. Nola, you take the portside. I’ll search starboard.”
Before Sumahn could set off, Leitos caught his arm. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Keep an eye on the hatch,” Sumahn answered.
Leitos gave him a nod, and the two vanished in the gloom beyond the lantern light. The longer he waited, the more nervous he became. Nola and Sumahn should have returned by now. He drew his dagger, certain trouble had found them. The idea of completing the mission alone did not trouble him so much as the thought of losing more friends.
A shadow loomed out of the night, and Leitos checked himself an instant before planting his dagger in Nola’s chest. Sumahn appeared a moment later.
“I saw nothing,” Nola said.
“Nor I,” Sumahn added.
As one, the trio glanced at the hatch, not bothering to waste breath uttering what they all knew. The Kelrens waited below decks.
“Are you ready?” Sumahn asked.
Leitos answered by catching up his sack, hooking the tie cord over his shoulder, and going to the hatch. The others came behind him. Before setting out, they had decided Leitos would go first, and now Sumahn and Nola grasped the handles to the hatch doors.
Sumahn eyed Leitos. “Are you ready to win us an army, little brother?”
Leitos swallowed, throat dry. He cleared his mind of all the possible dangers that might wait beyond those doors, of all the things that could go wrong on this ship, the other two, and on land where his father, Ulmek, and the others waited for the signals. “Now,” he said quietly.
Sumahan and Nola nodded to each other, and eased open the doors.
Leitos did not bother to hold his breath against the stench of old brimming chamber pots, salt fish, and tar he knew waited below. A faint glow lighted the ladder down to the rowing deck. Nothing stirred, no alarm sounded. Leitos hastily climbed down. At the bottom, he dropped to the deck in a crouch.
Overhead, a firemoss lantern hung from a beam, its light showing him a familiar scene. Not so long ago, he and his Brothers had boarded the Bloody Whore to rescue a number of their fellows who had been captured by Kelrens. As it happened, the Brothers had been chained on another ship, the Night Blade. Not so long ago, but it felt like a lifetime had passed since then.
Leitos scanned the rowing benches lining either side of the deck, and the racks holding shipped oars. Crates and barrels were stacked against the fore and aft bulkheads. In the center of the rowing deck was another large hatch that led down to the hold. Most of the ship’s reek, Leitos knew from experience, wafted up through the hatch’s wooden grating. Down there lay the ship’s stores, along with the slaves’ quarters. If there had been any slaves aboard, they would have been offloaded by now, and sent to the mines spread across Geldain.
Leitos signaled to Sumahan and Nola that all was clear. The two joined him, and Sumahn pointed to the door set in the forward bulkhead. No orders were needed for what would happen beyond that door.
After carefully placing their sacks on the deck, Sumahn grasped the latch and opened the door. The hinges creaked, and the bottom of the door scratched against the deck planks. Leitos’s heart leaped into his throat as the light from the lantern at their backs poured into the dark crew’s quarters.
“Boval, close that bloody damned door,” a man grumbled sleepily.
Another said, “And get back to your post, or I’ll flay your skin.”
Sumahn froze.
“Shut that door, you sheep-buggering idiot,” a third sea-wolf called, this one sounding more awake.
Leitos darted through the doorway. Nola followed, and Sumahn closed the door at their backs, dousing them and the sea-wolves in absolute darkness.
“Mark me,” the first Kelren rumbled, “I’ll slice off tha’ pretty fool’s stones.”
“Tessa will not like you makin’ a eunuch of her lover,” came a drowsy mumble.
“After a night in my hammock,” the first bragged, “Tessa will forget the face of Boval.”
A nasty chuckle filled the stuffy black confines. “‘Tis not Boval’s face Tessa craves.”
“Back to sleep,” the third sea-wolf growled. “Our watch starts too soon to waste good sleep prating about Tessa’s taste in cocks, or Boval’s withered stones.”
A few sleepy grumbles of consent met this, then silence fell.
After a while, Leitos’s eyes adjusted to the weak light filtering through cracks in the door. Before them hung swinging hammocks. All but three were empty. Tonight, it seemed, luck was with the boarders. Had there been more sea-wolves, their task would have been far more difficult.
Clutching his dagger, Leitos advanced on silent feet toward the farthest sea-wolf. Sumahn and Nola spread out to either side, choosing their targets without a word.
When close enough, Leitos dropped down and crawled under a swinging hammock stretched by the bulk of a slumbering Kelren. He could not see much, save faint glints of light in the eyes of his companions. They were ready, waiting.
Leitos clamped a hand over the mouth and nose of his victim, and hung all his weight from that hand, pinning the man. The sea-wolf began thrashing, and Leitos thrust his dagger into the base of the slaver’s skull. The thin spike of steel pierced bone and sank deep. The Kelren stiffened, then began shuddering. Leitos held fast. A few drops of blood ran over the crossguard and dripped to his hand. The sea-wolf abruptly went still.
They made a quick check of the other hammocks, ensuring they had not missed anyone, then returned to the rowing deck.
“Two more remain, at least,” Nola said.
“Boval and Tessa,” Leitos agreed, wiping the blood from his hand. Even after the drops were gone, he could still feel their heat, like molten coins against his skin.
“Then where are they?” Nola asked.
“According to their mates,” Sumahn said, “they are lovers. I doubt they would be in the hold. And, as they were not on the main deck, there can only be one place left.”
“The shipmaster’s cabin,” Leitos said, facing the aft bulkhead door.
Sumahn said, “I will bear the blade that stills their hearts, while you two hold them.”
“That hardly seems fair,” Nola said.
Sumahn grinned. “Next time, don’t take so long to claim the honor.”
“Let’s be about this,” Leitos said, moving to the aft door. He opened it a crack and peeked through, then shoved it open on a cramped galley redolent of spices and rancid grease. He went through to a second door standing open on a narrow passageway lit by a small firemoss lantern, its hemp bail hung over a peg. To one side, a ladder climbed up a bulkhead to a closed hatch. Behind the passage’s only door, they all heard a woman’s moans and a man’s deep-throated murmurs.
“You almost feel sorry for them,” Nola whispered.
“No,” Sumahn growled, “I do not.” He kicked open the door, and then shoved Nola and Leitos ahead of him.
The three raced into a small cabin basking in the radiance of a half dozen firemoss lanterns. Leitos noticed odd details in the rush. The scent of burning incense; a wardrobe dominating one wall, its door open, the shelves spilling stained clothing to the floor; a large bed inset from the rest from the cabin, and upon it a scarred woman straddling an equally scarred man, both oiled with perspiration.
“The woman first!” Sumahn roared.
Where shock had first marked the faces of the two lovers, now outrage contorted their features. All became a blurring, screaming frenzy.
The woman, Tessa, came off the man as if thrown, and landed before her attackers. Naked she stood, but no less prepared to deliver death than if she had been fully clothed.
Leitos did not see her take up her sword, but he felt the air stir as the tip of it flashed under his nose. He dropped to his knees when she reversed her swing, narrowly missing having his head lopped off. He lunged forward and wrapped his arms around her legs. A small rock-hard fist crashed into the nape of his neck, and enraged curses blistered his ears. When Nola came to his aid, Tessa danced back and kicked him in the face.
Leitos sprawled on his belly, dazedly wondering how everything had gone so wrong so fast. His next thought was for the blade he sensed falling toward the back of his skull. He rolled. Instead of a sword chopping into the deck, Tessa’s bare feet flashed by, her maniacal screams driving back Nola and Sumahan every bit as much as her slashing blade.
Before Leitos could gather his wits, powerful fingers tangled in his hair and jerked him to his feet. Leering gray eyes filled his vision, then a fist cracked against his ribs. The next blow landed against his jaw. Stunned, Leitos careened off the wardrobe, and fell to his backside under an avalanche of clothing.
Tessa’s lover, Boval, came on, his glare as confident as it was furious, the muscles of his lean body hard as stone. Leitos fished for his dagger under a pair of soiled breeches.
“I’ll feast on your stones,” Boval laughed, edging nearer.
Leitos grasped the dagger’s leather-wrapped hilt, just as Boval began reaching for him with curled fingers. Leitos buried his dagger in the man’s throat. Boval floundered back, taking the dagger with him. The hands he had meant for Leitos’s neck struggled to pluck the blade out of his throat. When Boval fell, a pained shriek filled the cabin, but it was not his. Tessa thrashed backward, a dagger jutting between her breasts. She tripped over her fallen mate, and sat down sprawl-legged. Her rolling eyes found Leitos, her lips moved. Blood flowed instead of words, and she died without another sound.
For a moment, the only sound in the shipmaster’s cabin was the heavy breathing of those left alive.
Nola was the first to break free of the spell. She kicked her way through the litter of clothing, and wrenched her dagger from Tessa’s chest.
With a mystified expression, Sumahn fingered the bloody lines on his cheek. “She almost killed me with her bare hands!”
“If you had not been ogling her teats,” Nola snorted, “you might have fared better.”
“I’m a man,” Sumahn said with a self-deprecating shrug. “And Tessa, Peropis take my soul, was a comely wench by any measure, even with those ugly brands.”
“Watch your tongue,” Nola warned, her single green eye bright and hard.
Leitos struggled to his feet and retrieved his dagger from Boval’s throat. He wiped it clean on a pair of breeches, then sheathed it. “We have a signal to send,” he reminded his companions.
They returned to the rowing deck and gathered up their clunking sacks. Sumahn drew a wax-sealed earthenware jar out of his, and gave it a gentle shake. From within, Leitos heard a slosh of water, and the gentle clink of a smaller jar within, this one filled with the Nectar of Judgment, the Blood of Attandaeus. When both jars were broken simultaneously, the water would ignite the volatile substance, and nothing could put out the flames until the deadly material had consumed itself.
“One tossed into the hold should be enough,” Sumahn said, and waved his companions back from the grated hatch cover. He grasped the iron ring handle, heaved open the door, and hurled the jar through the square of darkness. They heard the crunching sound of the jar breaking. An instant later, a throaty roar sounded below, and the horned head of an Alon’mahk’lar thrust into view. The demon-born lunged out of the hatch, its massive shoulders filling the gap.
Leitos drew his dagger, meaning to dig the blade into the demon-born’s eye, but a blast of purple-black flames erupted around the beast. The ship shook as if it had struck land, knocking Leitos and the others to their backs. Howling in agony, the demon-born madly thrashed one arm. The other had been blown off.
Leitos bounced to his feet. “Run!”
The others were already scampering up the ladder to the main deck. At their backs, flames rose higher and hotter, so greedy as to draw the air from Leitos’s chest.
Close on Nola’s heels, Leitos threw himself off the ladder and onto the main deck, as a thunderous gout of flame shot from the hatch. He rolled to his back, gaping at the growing fountain of fire.
Sumahn hauled him up. “Are you burned?”
“My jars!” Nola cried.
Leitos and Sumahn spun, eyes wide, both frantically searching for their own sacks, each loaded with jars of Nectar of Judgment.
“Into the sea—”
A deep, crunching boom drowned Sumahn’s order. The deck heaved beneath them, the planks bulging and spreading. Blinding flashes of indigo fire shot from the cracks. A rending crash filled Leitos’s ears, squeezed his skull, and burst the breath from his lungs.
Then he was flying through the black of night, driven high by an expanding blister of scorching fire and shredded wood. He heard a scream. It might have been his own, or that of the ship dying, or either of his companions.
The blister of fire chased him higher and higher, baking his toes, his legs, scorching his breechclout. Fragmented wood lashed at him like knives. Spinning now, arms and legs stretched out, he saw a roiling ball of fire rising from the ship, both of which lay far below him. He revolved again, and the dark of the night flashed before his eyes, then the burning ship again, farther away than before.
His upward flight ended, and he plummeted, spinning down and down, his stomach rolling. A heartbeat later he slammed into the water, its surface every bit as hard as stone. Silent wet blackness enveloped him. It was cool and calming, that darkness. It soothed his burns, eased the ring in his ears. He let it take him down.




Chapter 33
 
 
 
“This is taking too long,” Adham said, gazing out at the quiet harbor. No lanterns on any of the ships had gone out, but he kept expecting them to.
“Not so long as that,” Ulmek countered.
Adham pressed his lips together against a retort, only because he knew the Brother was right. Not half a turn of the glass had passed since the boarding parties had gone down to the harbor. Suffering the stench of rotting fish and the heaps of night soil that surrounded the shacks and lean-tos they hunkered amidst, did not help speed the wait.
Behind them, Zuladah’s southern wall loomed high and dark. An occasional sentry clumped by on the wall walk. Other than that, the city slept. Farther down the winding road to the harbor, Damoc and his people stood ready for the rush of Alon’mahk’lar that were sure to come, once the ships started burning.
“Are you sure about this Muranna woman?” It was not the first time Adham had asked about her, but the calm before a battle had always made him restless. It was talk, or storm the gates by himself.
“We have no choice but to trust her.”
Adham was about to say something else, when a flash of purple-black light erupted from one of the ships.
“Have you ever seen the Nectar of Judgment do—”
Another burst froze his tongue, and then it seemed as if the ship’s timbers were bulging outward, and through a thousand joints, a roiling ball of indigo fire exploded. The fireball grew massive, sweeping all evidence of the ship away. A booming clap of thunder reached them an instant later, and then a gentle gust of warm air.
“Gods good and wise,” Adham breathed, as the mushrooming fireball climbed up into the night, and slowly perished. Nothing but foam and shredded wood remained where the ship had been. Darkness fell again, and then he could not even see that. It was not until he felt Ulmek’s iron grip on his arm that he realized he was trying to get down to the harbor.
“Wait,” Ulmek ordered. “That was a far better signal than I had hoped for.”
“Signal?” Adham snarled, ripping lose. “Some of our people might be dead after that. My son might be one of them.”
“I do not believe it,” Ulmek said, resolute. “Look there,” he added, pointing. Two more ships had begun to burn. But not explode, Adham thought.
As the first few ragged folk began to creep out of their shacks to see what all the commotion was about, the familiar wail of an Alon’mahk’lar horn sounded from the city. By the time a second horn joined the first, the folk had vanished back into their hovels.
Ulmek moved to the edge of a leaning shack and gazed up the road. “Make ready.”
Adham barely heard him. In his mind, the ship kept exploding, and on its deck he imagined Leitos torn to pieces by the blast.
He was about to abandon Ulmek and go search for his son, when the heavy tread of marching feet began echoing in the cool night air. A company of Alon’mahk’lar came soon after, all stretched out in a single file, brutal swords and iron-headed cudgels swinging from their fists. All at once, the line of demon-born halted. One turned toward them, its silver-glinting eyes searching.
“Why are they spread out like that?” Adham whispered. The intent had been to trap the demon-born on the quays, and use the last of the Nectar of Judgment to burn them alive, all at once. As the beasts were arrayed now, they did not have enough jars to roast even half of them.
Ulmek shook his head.
“How long do we wait?” Adham asked.
Ulmek suddenly cocked his head and gestured toward a sleek shadow ghosting toward them through the shanties.
A hint of perfume signaled the arrival of the woman before she came into sight. Her eyes widened a little at the sight of Adham. “I did not think to find another Izutarian.”
Adham took a measure of her, then went back to watching the Alon’mahk’lar standing on the road.
“Sybeth,” Ulmek said. “I did not expect to see you here.”
“Who better than the future Captain of the Queen’s Guard?”
“Indeed,” Ulmek said, flashing her a smile. “Are your people ready to conquer a city?”
“In a manner of speaking,” she said.
The laughing way she said it caught Adham’s ear. As he was turning, he noticed steel glimmering in her hand. Ulmek dodged back, the startled curse on his lips becoming a hissing gurgle from the base of his throat. As Ulmek’s sword cleared the scabbard, the Alon’mahk’lar bellowed from the road, and Adham threw himself into a sideways roll. He pawed at his sword, but found himself mired in trash.
Sybeth’s dagger flashed against the inside of the Brother’s wrist, his blade fell from spasming fingers, and clattered to the ground. Despite the blood bubbling from the gash in his neck, Ulmek used his good hand to draw his dagger. He rushed the woman, but she was so very quick.
She parried his strike, danced close and slashed his throat again. She leaped away, as he stumbled forward and fell to his knees. With a clean thrust, Sybeth buried the dagger’s long blade in his eye, and a hand span of steel burst from the back of his skull. Ulmek went rigid as a plank, and Sybeth kicked him away.
By now Adham was on his feet. He lifted his sword and roared a battle cry as he charged. The butt of a spear cracked against the back of his knees, and he went down in a sprawl, his sword flying away into the darkness. Reaching for his dagger, he made to stand. All around him, hulking shadows sped out of the gloom. Massive boots smashed him down into the muck. A final boot slammed his head against the ground.
As the black wings of oblivion began to wrap around him, he heard the clangor of swords, furious shouts and curses, and the brutal tongue of demon-born. Somewhere far off, down closer to the harbor, a scream rose above the fray. Belina!
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
They were coming from every direction.
Alon’mahk’lar poured off the road, while soldiers raced through alleys, or burst from the very hovels Belina and the rest of the company were using to stay hidden.
“In here,” Damoc urged, forcing open a door and ducking into a pocket of darkness that stank of spoiled food.
Sword in hand, Belina followed him in and eased the door closed just before a demon-born thundered past, its great horned head turning, seeking.
Light flared behind them. A scrawny man in a long filthy tunic stood in a corner, an oil lantern in one hand, and a tiny knife in the other. “You cannot be here,” he cried.
“Be still, friend,” Damoc soothed.
“Leave my house!” the man screamed, hurling the lantern.
Belina and Damoc jumped aside. The lantern crashed against the wall and burst alight. Flames leaped up the wall to reach the ceiling.
The sound of breaking wood turned them. The man had thrown himself out of a window without bothering to open the shutters. An escalating tumult of screams and clashing steel pierced the opening, and sporadic flashes of purple-black light told that the Yatoans were using up the last few jars of Nectar of Judgment that Ulmek had doled out. Belina still had hers tucked into the haversack she wore, as did Damoc.
“This way,” Damoc said, ripping open the shutters of another window and clambering through the narrow opening.
Belina was halfway out when a loose nail snagged her haversack. She pulled hard, but the heavy canvas held firm.
“Hurry,” Damoc called from the darkest shadows. In the other direction, indistinct figures were battling on the road leading to the harbor.
Smoke had begun streaming around her, and tremendous heat licked at her legs. Belina held her breath and reached behind her, trying to pull herself loose.
“Leave it!” her father called.
Seeing no other way, Belina started to shrug the straps of the haversack from her shoulders. Then she heard the sound of steel meeting flesh and bone, and the thump of something heavy falling into the dirt.
Before she could turn, a demon-born’s clawed hand caught her hair, and jerked her and the haversack the rest of the way out. The Alon’mahk’lar flung her against the wall of another shanty. Rough-hewn boards splintered under the impact, and she crashed into the midst of a cowering woman and her wailing children.
“Stay away!” the woman shrieked, gathering her brood about her like a protective hen. “Leave us!”
Belina rushed to the shack’s front door, sweeping a guttering candle off a table as she went. Darkness engulfed everything, and with it came the shattering of wood, and an Alon’mahk’lar’s cruel voice. Belina ripped the door open, and a few hurried strides brought her to her father.
Within the shack, the woman’s shrieks cut off as if they had never been. One by one, so too did the cries of her children. Those abrupt endings were as distant as the racket of shouts and hammering steel coming from the road.
Damoc lay curled on the ground, lighted by the growing fire within the first shanty. Where his head should have been, there was nothing, save a spreading pool of blood.
Belina backed away. Her heel struck something and sent it on a lopsided tumble. It stopped against the burning shack. A horrified scream climbed up her throat when she saw Damoc’s half-slitted eyes regarding her, his mouth partway open, as if to impart some last piece of advice. Falling embers sizzled on his cheek, and more smoldered in his close-cropped hair.
What will I tell Nola? She thought, even as she screamed. She went on screaming after an Alon’mahk’lar moved into the mouth of the alley. It might have been the same that had killed her father, or it might have been another. In the end, it did not matter.
Belina jerked the haversack off her back, pulled a fat earthenware jar out, and flung it at the demon-born’s feet. One moment, all was cast in shadow and ruddy firelight. In the next, an indigo explosion ripped the demon-born into burning gobbets of flesh and shattered bone, and flattened the two shacks on either side. A blinding purple-black fist slammed into Belina, knocked her tumbling down the alley.
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
 
A gentle wave washed over Leitos’s face, rolled him like a barrel. He came up a moment later, coughing and swiping his eyes with the back of his hand. Both his hand and his face felt burned by the sun. How did I—
Another wave drowned the thought. Leitos bobbed to the surface and began treading water. Nearby, the shattered hull of a burning ship rode low in the water. Flames leaped off broken timbers and chased billowing smoke skyward. I was on that ship. Me ... Sumahn ... Nola.
A little farther away, two more ships were burning amid dozens that were not. Upon their decks, men ran to and fro. Men and Alon’mahk’lar.
He blinked salty water from his eyes, but could not clear the vision of a demon-born surrounded by purple-black flame, as it tried to escape the burning hatch.
In a rush, everything came back. Stealing onto a ship, slaughtering the watch crew, Sumahn casting a jar of Nectar of Judgment into the hold an instant before an Alon’mahk’lar came roaring out.
Adham had told Leitos that Alon’mahk’lar avoided water, as their bones were heavy as iron. So why had one been aboard the ship they burned, and why were there more on the other ships?
“Gods good and wise, you’re alive!”
Leitos turned and saw two figures paddling closer. Sumahn and Nola, both grinning like fools. Nola’s bandage had been ripped away by the blast, and her scar looked worse for its wet sheen, but he was glad to see them both.
As his companions came together, he said, “We were betrayed.”
Sumahn’s smiled vanished. “I know. No Alon’mahk’lar would have been on the ship we boarded, or any of the others, if they had not known we were coming.”
“What about the others?” Nola asked, turning toward shore.
For a long time, no one said a word. Fires burned all along the winding road from the harbor up to the southern gates of Zuladah. Distant screams drifted over the water.
“We are not done fighting,” Leitos said, and began swimming. Sumahn and Nola called out, but he kept on until he climbed onto a narrow strand of pebbles and sand at the foot of the breakwater.
He had already retrieved his bundled clothes, before his companions joined him. It was not his robes he wanted, but the sword beneath them. The steel whispered as it cleared the scabbard. Then he was running, with Sumahn and Nola close on his heels.
They reached the top of the rocky breakwater, and rushed along its back. Demon-born swarmed the docks, along with armored men.
“Wait!” The urgency of Sumahn’s call halted Leitos.
“What is it?”
Sumahn looked over the burning shanties. “This fight is already over, little brother.”
“Never,” Nola snarled. “My family—your family—is up there. We must help them.” She tried to charge off, but Sumahn caught her arm and dragged her close. She cursed and fought. Grim-faced, he absorbed her blows until she ceased. Panting, she asked, “Would you have us abandon them?”
Sumahn hesitated. “We have no choice.”
Leitos edged closer to his companions. “We can live as cowards, or fight—”
“And die,” Sumahn interrupted. “Would our deaths make us heroes, little brother?”
Instead of answering, Leitos ran toward the screams and the fires. Sumahn swore behind him, but both he and Nola raced to catch up.
Leitos charged down off the breakwater and onto the road, and there hamstrung the first Alon’mahk’lar he saw. The demon-born went down. He swung around in front of the beast and slashed its neck.
Then he was off again, and soon lost track of his companions. He had no plan, and little thought for the consequences of his attack, save to kill as many enemies as presented themselves. Rage burned in his chest, blinded him to fear. He butchered his way through demon-born and men alike, until blood covered his sword and ran over his skin in crimson rivers.
Halfway up the hill, an Alon’mahk’lar flung a limp woman onto the roadway. In the red firelight, Leitos saw that it was Belina, her face covered in soot and blood.
Leitos surged ahead, avoiding yelling men clad in the armor of the City Watch. The demon-born turned to meet him, and easily deflected his sword stroke with its own massive blade. Leitos feinted and swung, the tip of his sword clipping the creature’s knee. Bellowing, the beast dropped to the broken cobbles. Leitos rammed his steel deep into his foe’s yawning mouth and cut off that cry. He tried to yank his sword free, but the demon-born’s teeth bit down. Leitos began kicking at the beast’s face, at the same time yanking the hilt. Bloody steel screeched past clenching teeth, an inch, then two. He kept tugging, all too aware that more enemies were closing in.
His sword finally tore free, and he whipped the blade in a threatening pattern around his head. Laugher drew his eye to an archer a second before the man fired. The arrow thudded into Leitos’s belly, but he felt only a small, fiery prick. He leaped at the archer before he could put another arrow to bowstring. Leitos’s sword shattered the bow’s upper limb. Following the wild strike, he spun closer and buried his blade into the man’s helmed skull. More soldiers swarmed around them, eager to spill Leitos’s blood.
Another arrow struck his back. Leitos wheeled to face the cowardly foe, but now his sword arm refused to work. He switched hands and charged into the ring of men and demon-born. A third and a fourth prick of fire blossomed in his ribs. He tried to raise the sword, but his hand was empty. He tried to breathe, but it seemed he was sucking in water instead of air.
Something hard crashed against the side of his head, and a splash of blood obliterated the sight of one eye. He reeled drunkenly, as a muffled rushing noise filled his ears. Sneering faces blurred before him. Leitos stumbled, reached out with hooked fingers, wanting to gouge out the eyes of his foes. He never touched the first enemy. Whatever had hit his head fell again, crashing between his neck and shoulder.
He fell and lay gasping, blood thick on his tongue, and defeat screaming in his mind.




Chapter 34

 
 
 
“Come to me.” Soft, comforting, familiar. Almost Zera’s voice, but not.
“Where are you?” Leitos asked, wondering if the golden spindle turning in the darkness before him had grown a voice. It seemed unlikely, yet....
“I am where I have been since my end.”
Leitos blinked at that, now sure the voice was coming from the spindle. But how could a thing created within his mind speak?
Because it was created within your mind, came a laughing response. Again, the voice was almost Zera’s, but harsher than the first.
“Do not believe the deceiver,” said the gentle one.
Leitos did not trust either voice. A dream, then.
The gentle one spoke again. “Are the arrows in your flesh a dream?”
Mention of those brought him pain, not too much, but enough to remember that something terrible had happened. Fire replaced the spindle, and faces hovered within those flames. Faces of men. Faces of demon-born. All furious, all taunting.
“Am I dead?”
Kian’s words came to mind. What is death, but another realm of living? It’s just that in this age, the living and the dead are much closer together than they should be, two sides of the same coin, but without the middle. Adham had said those ideas were born of the madness that infected all who lived too long after being washed in the Powers of Creation.
You are dead, came the harsh voice.
“You are not dead,” soothed the other.
Leitos’s laughter was devoid of humor. “Which of you am I to believe?”
No answer.
The flames vanished, and once more the golden spindle turned and turned, the silver hook on one end gathering up the colorful chaos of innumerable threads, twisting them into a single cable, dragging it over the revolving whorl, and winding it along the shaft. When the cord reached the top, it stretched off into the black.
“Come to me.” Gentle.
Come to me. Harsh.
“To the Thousand Hells with you both,” Leitos snarled, and opened his eyes on sunlight glaring off sand dimpled with footprints and speckled with blood. His blood, and also some other dark, foul smelling stuff, all of it swarming with flies. The gruesome mixture was running in trickles down his naked legs, collecting on his toes, and falling ... falling ... falling into the dust around a slender pole sunk into the ground beneath him.
Leitos tried to move his hands, but they were bound against the small of his back. He tried to lift his head, but blinding white pain stabbed into his neck, spread through the rest of his body. His insides felt torn open, broken, a pain so great that his mind could not fully contend with its enormity.
Shuddering, he waited for some measure of the agony to pass. It only grew worse. He tried to catch his breath, but couldn’t. He tried to swallow, and gagged. Something was lodged in his throat.
Teeth gritted against a whimpery cry, he tried to look up again. Bones crackled in his neck, his muscles screamed in a voice of scarlet agony, but he finally managed to raise his head, but only to one side. Something rigid kept him from looking straight ahead or turning. Panting, he rested his ear on one shoulder, blinked against the glare.
Across a hundred paces of pale red sand, people sat watching him. Clad in dusty tunics and dead silent, they were arrayed in a wide crescent. Ten or more rows of them, rising up one behind the other. The last row ended below a curved wall studded with thin poles, and upon those dangled limp pennants. Vultures circled higher still, black scrawls wheeling through sun-washed blue.
He searched for the name of what he was seeing, something his father had spoken of when they were both slaves, after a long day of breaking rock in the mines. Adham had told him such places had once been used for games and contests. An arena.
A low moan off to one side.
Leitos rolled his eyes, and saw that Ba’Sel had not escaped, after all. An involuntary groan passed Leitos’s lips. His mentor hung naked ten feet off the ground, skewered by a tapered wooden post topped with a maroon-streaked point of burnished steel. Beyond him hung more men. Yatoans. Those few who had pledged to fight Peropis, those who had trusted in Leitos’s belief that the enslaved of Geldain would rise up against their masters, if only someone showed them they could. Instead, his companions had been pierced, while the folk they had sought to free sat in silent attendance, offering no help.
Leitos’s groan became a fearful sob when he realized that he was on a level with his impaled companions. Of their own volition, his eyes turned upward to find a steel point jabbing toward the sky above him. He closed his eyes. He wanted to go back to the place where the spindle turned, and hide there forever.
That desire eluded him.
Within the void of his mind, he heard another of Adham’s tales, this one about how Alon’mahk’lar took great care in threading men, and how it was common for their victims to live on for many grueling days, before death finally stole them away.
When he heard the rattle of harnesses and the creak of axles, Leitos refused to open his eyes. He did not want to know what was coming before him. He heard a soft murmur from the seated denizens of Zuladah, and he couldn’t refuse any longer.
Muranna stood atop the seat of a long wagon, much like those used by gate guards to collect the king’s obligations. She wore regal blue-and-cream silks. A delicate golden crown held her braided hair in place.
Leitos’s gaze fell to the contents of the wagon—another impaled man, but his post had been driven through him in the opposite direction, so that the thick end was buried in his neck, thrusting his head to one side at a severe angle. The man’s mouth opened and closed weakly. No sound came. Neither could he see, for his eyes had been sewn shut. Blood was caked in his long, iron-gray hair. It took a moment longer for Leitos to recognize that the gasping man was his father.
“No,” he cried. The effort brought on a fit of coughing, which in turn extended a spasming agony through every inch of him.
Muranna smiled up at Leitos. “It seems I did not need you or Ulmek to give me a crown after all.”
“Why did you betray us?” Leitos rasped.
She laughed softly, and sunlight glinted off her golden circlet. “What sort of fool would willfully live in fear of the true master of this world? Better to bow to Peropis, gain her favor and a crown, than to stand against her and face a death as certain and unpleasant as yours is sure to be.”
Muranna made a great show of looking over the skewered men. “A pity Ulmek is not here to see what awaits traitors. Well, that is of no matter,” she sighed, “and a mercy besides.”
At her gesture, two Alon’mahk’lar stalked into view, their black-slashed crimson hides oiled with sweat. Studded leather kilts hid their legs to the heavy sandals they wore. They halted beside the wagon, one at each end of Adham’s post. Lifting him easily, they planted the thick end of the post into a hole in the ground, and raised it up. Moaning, Adham hung upside-down. A hissing wheeze tore from his throat as they carelessly packed dirt back into the hole. The murmur from the stands rose to an excited pitch.
“Don’t do this,” Leitos begged.
“We all serve a master, little brother,” Muranna said in a mocking tone. “And this,” she said with a gesture toward Adham, “is demanded of me.”
The demon-born went back to the wagon. One retrieved a large golden bowl. The other drew out something that resembled a long, narrow trough of beaten silver. It was open on one end, and the other end was shaped into something akin to a flat spoon the breadth of a man’s shoulders. As the Alon’mahk’lar went to stand under Adham, the crowd became livelier still. Quiet at first, then louder, a chant filled the arena.
 
From the darkness between the stars,
Came He, the Lord of Light,
To deliver peace and safety upon all lands.
Praise the Faceless One,
He who suffers the unworthy.
Praise the Faceless One,
He who blesses the contemptible.
Bow to His wisdom,
Bow to His righteous judgment.
Praise be to the Merciful One,
Praise be to the Lord of Light and Shadow.
 
“There is no Faceless One!” Leitos howled, and fell again to coughing and gagging.
“Don’t trouble yourself with these fools and to whom they pay homage,” Muranna said. “Your hope for them, I fear, was always wasted.”
“No,” Leitos wept. He refused to accept that. He had been a slave once, and he had believed the lies his slavemasters told him. Surely the chanting slaves around him would see the truth, as well, if only he could show them.
“No?” Muranna looked at him with mock astonishment. “Why would you think differently? How many generations have given most of what they have as obligations to one merciless king after another? How long have they suffered misery and humiliation, and never once had a thought to stand against their oppressors? How long have they given their sons into bondage, and their daughters into the hands of the Alon’mahk’lar to be ravished?”
“They are humankind.”
Muranna snorted, and the twist of her lips erased her stately bearing. “They are less than shit, boy, and do not deserve the wretched lives they are allowed to have. Even base creatures will seek to escape suffering, yet these mindless fools fall on their faces and beg for punishment. Listen to them, Leitos,” Muranna invited, waving a hand over the still chanting crowd. “Even now, even knowing what is about to befall one of their own kind, they summon their master.”
Leitos struggled against the pain burning through the center of him. “I warned you of Peropis’s intentions. When she has gained the power she needs to become flesh, you will suffer eternity with the rest of us.”
Muranna shook her head. “After I cut King Rothran’s beating heart from his body, Peropis spoke to me through a ... a tear in the fabric of this world.”
Leitos chuckled, despite the searing pain in his throat. “She spoke to you from Geh’shinnom’atar—your future prison.”
“I will trust in the word of a goddess, before that of a foolish boy.”
“And so you have condemned us all.”
“You were condemned the moment you came squalling into this world. Perhaps all of us were, but I will enjoy the time I have left, while you will beg and scream.” Muranna abruptly turned and nodded to the Alon’mahk’lar.
One demon-born thrust the spoon-shaped end of the silver trough under Adham’s purpling head. The other positioned the open end over the golden bowl. As the Alon’mahk’lar closest to Adham drew its dagger and reached high, the crowds went still.
Leitos began praying to the Silent God and Creator of All. His answer was the whisper of sharp steel raking through his father’s throat, a gargling hiss, and the tinkling patter of blood spraying against beaten silver. When Adham died, he did so mouthing words only Leitos could understand. Until our last breath, and last drop of blood.
In that moment, Leitos hated his father for standing against their slavemasters, for daring to dream that freedom could be retaken. And he hated himself for believing in the same false dream, and for fighting so hard to gain nothing. Most of all, he hated that he had convinced some few others to join him, those who hung on spikes nearby. Thinking that last brought to mind Belina. He hoped she and Nola were dead, and that they had died quickly. If there was any mercy in the unforgiving blackness of the world, perhaps it had granted them that one small blessing.




Chapter 35
 
 
 
Belina cowered in the gloom next to Nola. Both were naked and chained to iron rings bolted to the stone floor. They could move a little, but there was no hope of escape. Chance alone had brought them together in this dusty stone chamber, with its many crude altars topped with begging women, and lighted by smoky torches. Their human and Alon’mahk’lar captors had stripped them, whipped them, and fettered them. And now the latter took their bestial pleasure.
Tales told of the smell of fear. It was something Belina had never truly considered, until that reek assailed her nostrils. But it was no single odor. It was the smell of emptied bowels and urine and cooling blood. It was the particular scent of sweat oozing oil-thick from flayed skin, and the exhalation of panicked breaths over dry tongues.
But for herself, Nola, and the women around her, what drove true and inescapable fear deep into their fluttering hearts was the musky scent wafting off the clotted discharge that poured from the engorged loins of Alon’mahk’lar. That foul seed overfilled wombs, escaped to run down the trembling thighs of shattered women, and dampened the floor.
Neither was the scent of fear born of any fear of death, for what was death but the blessed escape? Fear, and the stink to which it gave rise, was birthed of the nightmare that came in the moments and hours before. Belina smelled fear on her skin, tasted it in the tears that gathered like poisoned dew upon her lips, and she prayed that she would die, that her heart would simply give out.
A woman howled in the distance.
Nola pressed close to Belina, squeezed her hand. “Did father escape?”
No, little sister, but his death was swift. “Of course,” Belina said.
“Why are you lying?”
Belina had no breath to answer.
“Sumahn died in my arms,” Nola said. “A man killed him, a soldier. Sumahn was helping me fight a demon-born, and a filthy betrayer put a spear through my Sumahn. I killed him. The soldier. One cut took off his head. It was not enough for his treachery.”
Chains rattling, Belina embraced Nola. “I know, little sister, I know.”
Another woman cried out, an ululating shriek punctuated by the eager grunts of an Alon’mahk’lar.
Nola clutched Belina. “Will they do that to us, what they did to...?”
“Mother?” Belina finished for her, but could say no more. Her tears wetted Nola’s dirty shoulder.
“We cannot allow it,” Nola said, voice empty. “We must deny them the privilege.”
“How?” Belina asked, ready to escape, if her sister had found a way.
Nola held up her shackled wrists.
“I don’t understand.”
“The rivets are sharp,” Nola whispered, running a finger over a pointy bit of iron joining the chain to one of her manacles.
“I don’t see....” She trailed off, because of course she did see, and fully understood what her sister intended. Belina fingered a barbed rivet on one of her own shackles, seeking some other way to get free. Such a way might exist, but the thudding tread of an approaching demon-born destroyed her hope of finding it in time.
“Together,” Belina said fiercely, keeping her gaze on Nola’s remaining eye in order to avoid looking on the nearing Alon’mahk’lar.
Nola bobbed her head. “I love you, sister.”
“I love you,” Belina said.
Together they raised their iron bindings to their necks, gouged the rivets deep through yielding flesh. Together, in blood and pain, they found their freedom.




Chapter 36
 
 
 
Leitos avoided moving. As long as he stayed still, the pain in him remained a dull, throbbing ache. If he twitched, even a little, he felt every agonizing inch of the pole running through his body.
With unfocused eyes, he watched the Alon’mahk’lar that had cut his father’s throat take three wrought iron stands from the wagon, and carefully set them equidistant apart in the sand. Next they opened a small wooden chest and withdrew three glowing stones. Keys, Leitos thought. One by one, the stones—topaz, amber, and ruby—were seated into the fixtures atop the stands.
Come to me. The soothing voice.
Leitos waited, but the harsh voice did not speak.
She cannot speak, for even now she is coming here.
As the demon-born retreated, a dazzling point of light blossomed between the stands, then became a crackling, widening.... What had Muranna called it—a tear in the fabric of the world? That seemed fitting.
Something began to emerge from that tear, a terror of lashing tentacles, an abomination from the darkness between the stars, born here in the sight of men and demon-born. The crowds hushed. The Alon’mahk’lar dropped to their faces, and Muranna bowed.
Come to me, Leitos, before it is too late.
Leitos watched the darkness begin to coalesce into the shape of a woman, a pale creature, her skin flawless, somehow more than flesh. She was tall, taller than most men, but far from ungainly. A cascading tumble of silver-white hair barely cloaked her nakedness. Leitos’s dry tongue seemed to wither further in his mouth. There was a perfection about her that pained him to behold. She turned slowly, taking in the sight of those in attendance. Overawed silence greeted her scrutiny.
So this is a goddess, Leitos thought. Peropis. He now understood how she had captivated the long-dead Prince Varis Kilvar. She could have chosen anyone, and they would have worshiped her.
Come to me! The voice in Leitos’s mind was not soothing now, but urgent. She will not harm your body, not before gathering what you hold.
Let her have what she wishes, Leitos thought, too weak now to look any longer at his enemy, and the enemy of all humankind. There would be no heroic battles, no songs of glory, but death alone. And after, the unending horror of the Thousand Hells.
Come to me.
Let me die.
You are the last hope of the world of men.
A dry chuckle raked Leitos’s throat, bringing with it the urge to cough. He resisted, fearing the torment that would follow. You sound like Belina.
She was right.
She was wrong. I am nothing. Not a man of shadow and steel, not a savior. I am a corpse too stubborn to accept the gift of death.
Silence for a time, then, Peropis has come to you often wearing the face of the woman you loved ... the woman you killed, because she knew Zera was the one person who could persuade you. She also showed you Geh’shinnom’atar.
Leitos recalled the meeting. He had been asleep in the bottom of a Yatoan longboat, and would have counted it a dream, but for the clarity of it.
Peropis told you something of great importance.
Leitos stifled a bitter laugh. She told me many things. All of them lies, apparently.
She told you to gather the Powers of Creation into yourself, and you have done so, whether you know it or not. That is what she seeks, what she needs, but cannot freely take.
She wore Zera’s face to deceive me? Well, the mask is off. I see her for who she is, and if you are right, then she has failed.
Your love for the woman, Zera, blinded you to a truth you would have otherwise seen—that you were being tricked to embrace powers never meant for the hands of men. Now it does not matter what face Peropis wears, for she will take what she wants form you. As well, she did not lie, not wholly.
Leitos groaned as he slid a finger’s breath farther onto the spike. It was all he could do not to scream. When the grinding descent stopped, he found breathing more difficult than ever. His heart thumped against the shaft running through him. If he slid another few inches, he would suffocate. That would not be so bad a way to go, but he could not muster the courage needed to make it happen. None of this matters anymore, he thought to the woman in his head.
She seemed not to hear him. Peropis also told you that you are more than a mere man.
If the nattering voice was not his last thread of distraction against soul-rending agony, he would have blocked her from his mind. Then what am I?
You represent the life Peropis needs to become in order to escape the Thousand Hells.
There are others who could serve her needs, Leitos thought in answer.
No one who is of Kian Valara’s bloodline. The powers that were within him and Prince Varis Kilvar were the purest forms of the Powers of Creation. Varis’s ambition and treachery enraged Peropis so much that she destroyed him. Kian’s will was unbending, but more importantly he knew Peropis, and what she was capable of. And so Peropis has waited for another to be born of Kian’s loins, one who is strong enough, one she could coax into filling themselves with the Powers of Creation in order to later steal away those powers for herself. You are the last Valara, her last chance of becoming a being of flesh and spirit, a being that can finally escape her eternal prison. As well, and more importantly, you are yourself a Na’mihn’teghul, the mingling of humankind and Mahk’lar, flesh and spirit.
Me, a changeling? You are mad, he thought to the woman in his head, as a gurgle of disbelieving laughter squeezed past his gritted teeth.
Peropis heard his outburst and began to turn. At the same instant, a conversation he’d had with Belina bubbled to the surface of his mind. She had been asking him about the night the sea-wolves had nearly raped her atop Witch’s Mole. She had asked him if he remembered what happened to him. He had denied anything happening, but she had appeared not to believe him. What did Belina seen?
When Peropis faced him, her study penetrating, Leitos dropped his gaze. If I was a changeling, he thought, I would have known. Everyone would have.
Before your father took you and your mother to E’ru, Keri was caught by an Alon’mahk’lar patrol. They did what they always do to human women, but she escaped her bonds and fled.
Then how is it that her mind was not shattered? Belina had told him that all the women of Yato lost their minds after suffering the abuses of demon-born.
Your mother was an uncommonly strong woman. She did not break, nor did she ever tell your father. And when you were born, she loved you as her own.
Peropis was striding closer.
Leitos closed his eyes so he to avoid seeing her approach, and his father hanging lifeless and bled-out behind her.
Father, forgive me, he thought, recanting his earlier hatred for Adham. The man had been willing to sacrifice all to set Leitos free from the mines. And if that effort had ultimately been wasted, it was more than the watching denizens of Zuladah, who outnumbered their enemies a thousand times over, were willing to even consider doing. For Leitos, or for themselves.
Peropis’s footsteps came closer, light on the sand.
So like you, Zera, I am Na’mihn’teghul? Leitos thought, not really believing it, but also beyond caring. He also knew the speaker in his mind was not Zera, but in these, his last moments, was it so wrong to entertain the idea that the woman he had loved was with him?
I am not Zera. She is dead.
With his last feeble wish denied, he thought, Then who are you?
It does not matter. Not now. What does matter is what you hold within your being and within your soul.
I hold nothing. Of that, he was sure, otherwise he could get himself free and destroy his enemies.
I am within you. An image of an egg-shaped, topaz stone flashed into Leitos’s mind, and around him the wrecked throne room of the Throat of Balaam.
Who are you? he thought again.
Come to me, Leitos, before Peropis can take from you the power she needs to unmake the world of men. Come to me, before it is too late.
Where are you?
You know where I am. Come to me.
Thinking maybe he did know, he opened himself to a vast and lightless sea.




Chapter 37
 
 
 
The golden spindle turned and turned before him within a sea of darkness. The silver hook on one end gathered countless threads, twisted them into a cord that passed over the spinning whorl to wrap about the shaft, before stretching away into nothingness. Zera drifted at his side, ethereal and more beautiful than he remembered. He reluctantly accepted that she was not Zera after all.
“To mend what was broken,” she said, “you must return to the remake the moment of failure, and turn the fate of humankind and of the world from disaster.”
That brought to mind what Kian had said about his two-sided coin. “My grandfather said something similar, but my father said those words were nothing but madness.”
“It took Kian nearly two hundred years to begin to understand the truth, but his understanding was infinitesimal, at best.”
“What truth?”
“His two-sided coin is your golden spindle, yet what you see is a more accurate picture of the workings of the Powers of Creation, and all the life and lives those powers touch.” A wry quirk turned her lips. “Are you ready, Leitos?”
“For what?”
“To fix that which was broken at the beginning.”
“How?”
“Follow the cord to me, Leitos,” she said, but was no longer with him.
Leitos hovered in lightless silence, watching the golden spindle winding the threads of life into a cord. He was thinking he could stay here forever, free of pain, free of trouble, when a resonant boom tolled, and great silvery rents showed around him in the darkness. The golden spindle began wobbling, and a vision of Kian’s crumbling sanctuary filled Leitos’s mind. Peropis has found me.
Follow the cord, the woman had said.
He hesitated, recalling how he had seen his own birth the last time he grasped the thread of his life.
More booms shook the emptiness, and the spindle wobbled more erratically. The chaos of threads awaiting their moment within that ordering silver hook began to gray and wither.
Not threads. Lives.
Peropis was coming for him, and if needs be, she would destroy every living thing in the world to reach him, for he was her last hope to escape the eternity of Geh’shinnom’atar.
Leitos stretched out his hand, and the golden spindle seemed to shrink—or have I grown larger?—until it fit within his palm. The whirling shaft stabbed and tore at his flesh. The only way to right what was broken was to grasp the cord. The woman had told him that. And it was the woman he must believe.
With as light a touch as possible, he caught hold of the cord, and sought the first moment that sprang to mind—when the center separating two sides of the same coin became one.
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
The air steamed, smelled of rot and moldering leaves. Midges droned in thick clouds. Blinking in confusion, Leitos gazed into the green gloom. His first thought was that he had somehow come back to Yato, but this place was much hotter, and bogs of stagnant black water lay everywhere. Some of that murky water was seeping into his boots. Creatures shrieked and hooted in the distance, their calls not at all familiar.
He opened his clenched fist, and was surprised to see blood covering the palm. The golden spindle made those cuts. Then he wondered, Where am I, and why am I here?
To fix what was broken, a ghostly voice whispered.
When Leitos saw a saffron-robed man hunkered down behind a giant fern, his short hair a weave of tight curls, his skin as dark as Ba’Sel’s, Leitos understood.
“Where is Kian and the prince?” Leitos asked, splashing toward the Asra’ a’Shah mercenary. “And Ba’Sel,” he added belatedly, recalling that his mentor had been at the temple when the Well of Creation was destroyed.
He halted when the warrior bounded to his feet, an arrow nocked to his drawn bowstring. Leitos’s hands came up. “You cannot let the prince go into the temple.”
“Who are you?” the man demanded, his accent so like Ba’Sel’s, but thicker.
“There is no time for this,” Leitos said, stepping forward. “We must stop the prince.”
“How do you know of Prince Varis, boy, or of Ba’Sel?”
“Because he trained me,” Leitos laughed, thinking too late that would only confuse the warrior.
The limbs of the bow creaked, as the Asra A’Shah drew the bowstring farther back. “Hold!”
“What are you going on about, Fenahk!” a gruff voice called. A moment later, a gigantic man came into view. A wild tangle of black beard braids hung down the front of his studded jerkin. He went still when he spied Leitos. “Gods good and wise,” he breathed.
“Has your reflection in the water unmanned you?” another man said, his tone dry as dust. “Gods know it would frighten blind hags and starving dogs.” He stopped next to the big man, mild disdain turning his lips. He held a throwing dagger in his hand. Tall and fair-haired, the second fellow was almost pretty, Leitos thought, until the man turned his flat gray eyes on him. In them he saw the threat of the gravest danger.
Leitos knew them from his father’s descriptions. “Hazad, Azuri, where is my grand—ah, Kian?”
“Kian?” Hazad gasped. “That’s who he reminds me of. The lad looks just like him.”
“Don’t be daft,” Azuri said, taking a measure of Leitos.
“Not now,” Hazad said, “as he was when we were younger.”
Azuri’s eyes narrowed. “As much as it pains me to admit, you have the way of it. Who are you, boy, a bastard Kian never told us about?”
“And by Peropis’s black teats,” Hazad put in, “how did you get here?”
Leitos had not anticipated the need for explanations, but there was no time for them. “If the prince goes into the temple, we will all die—all the world will perish.”
Hazad and Azuri shared a hooded look. The Asra a’Shah slowly lowered his bow, but appeared ready to raise it again, on the instant.
“He’s delirious,” Azuri said.
Hazad nodded sagely. “Drank some bad water, he did.”
“What are you two going on about?”
Leitos recognized the voice of his grandfather, but when he looked for him to appear through a wall of wriggling brush, a dazzling burst of light turned everything the color of an autumn sky. A moment later, a column of roaring blue flames shot heavenward, burning a wide hole through hanging boughs. A heartbeat later, a wall of shrieking wind blasted through the forest, and Leitos knew he was too late.
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
Before him the golden spindle flailed wildly, and the cord extending from the long end of its shaft thrummed like a plucked lute string. Wide fissures showed in the darkness around it, not silver as they had been, but burning with the hideous fires of the Thousand Hells.
Kian’s voice came to him. Remake the coin, Leitos, to what it was before I—
Before you what?
The answer filled him abruptly, clear and perfectly formed. Leitos caught hold of the cord again, and followed it along its endless length. Countless images blurred in his mind’s eye, but he knew what he sought. And when he found it, he—
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
—stepped from an alley into a street teeming with people. A burly man jerked back from him. “Gods be damned, boy, where did you ... how did you—” He bit off the words and pushed his way deeper into the throng, casting fearful glances over his shoulder.
Leitos watched him go, wondering if he had simply appeared in this place, and if so, glad he had not appeared in front of a charging horse or wagon. And then he stopped thinking about what could have been.
Hawkers cried their wares in all directions, and ragged urchins ran underfoot. He might have been in Zuladah, save that there was nothing about this place that spoke of lives resigned to misery.
A red-haired woman slid next to him, the girdle of bronze medallions tight about her loins tinkling merrily. She smiled as if she knew him, and wrapped a bare arm through his and squeezed tight. The swatch of emerald satin she wore did almost nothing to contain her breasts. If anything, it seemed that her garments were supposed to give her the appearance of being naked, without truly being so.
“You look lost,” she purred.
“Is this the Chalice?” Leitos stammered.
She giggled and pushed her free hand under his robes. “Where else would it be?” She eyed him sternly. “You Izutarians really shouldn’t indulge in so much jagdah.”
Leitos extracted himself from her hold before she could disrobe him in the street. Where would Kian be? He had mentioned a place ... somewhere he had been when he made the wrong decision....
“The Green Eye Tavern,” Leitos blurted. “Do you know where it is?”
The woman squashed her breasts against his arm, and tried to get a hand under his robes again. “Why go there, when you can have me at the Fool’s Rose?”
“Answer me,” Leitos demanded, fighting her off. If his time at the temple proved anything, it was that he had little time to reach the tavern where Kian had met Varis. The place where he agreed to Prince Varis’s terms.
The woman pouted. “For a copper.”
“What?”
“I don’t give away anything without earning a bit of coin, boy.”
Leitos understood two things at once. The woman was a whore—something his father had told him of—and that a copper was the manner in which you paid whores.
“Very well,” he said, making a great show of digging inside his robes for what he did not have, nor had ever seen. “Two coppers, if you’re quick about it,” he added, thinking greed might ensure her cooperation.
Instead of answering, she caught his chin and turned his head. A hundred strides down the street, hanging above a sea of bobbing heads, hung a wooden sign painted with a frowning green eye.
Leitos was running toward it before the woman realized he meant to. Her curses chased him into the crowd, but she did not follow.
He kept on until he reached the tavern’s stoop, a wooden walkway covered in dirt and a thousand wine stains, many still wet. Men in colorful garb, their heads shaved, save for side-locks held in place by metal rings or cloth bands, and women wearing next to nothing, sat in chairs outside the open doorway. Still others milled about holding tankards. Leitos had to squeeze through them to get a peek inside.
Inside the Green Eye, pungent smoke hung thick, and only a few candles struggled to push back the gloom. But there were enough to see Kian, Hazad, and Azuri sitting at a table nearby. Hazad lifted a tankard and guzzled the contents all at once. Azuri snorted in disgust, while Kian surveyed their surroundings. Only Prince Varis was absent.
After shoving his way back outside, Leitos peered around, wondering which way the prince would come from. He poked a man in the ribs who was sitting in a chair with a woman on his lap. “I seem to have lost my way. Where is the king’s palace from here?”
The man squinted his red-shot eyes, but never stopped fondling the naked breast of the woman straddling him. “Wha’s a dribbling little cock like you want with the king’s palace?” The man laughed uproariously, and the woman leaned away from the spittle flying off his lips.
Leitos waited, suddenly aware that his hand was wrapped around the hilt of his dagger. Struggling to retain his outward calm, he released the weapon.
“Oh, very well, boy. Palace is tha’ way,” the man said, nodding off to the north, and promptly popped the woman’s nipple between his slobbery lips.
Leitos set out, but halted after a few paces. If he went too far, he might miss Varis. If Kian and the others are waiting, the prince has to be close....
The thought died when he saw a slender youth coming his way. His was whip-thin, like a snake, and beneath the voluminous hood of his robe, his face was pretty as a girl’s. This, too, was a description Leitos recalled. But is he the prince?
A hasty search showed Leitos other men who stood out in the crowd, despite the filthy rags they wore. They were arranged in a loose arc behind the youth. The rigidness of their movements, the fierce watchfulness of their eyes, spoke of soldiers. Or guards.
Leitos’s gaze swung back to the youth, certainty in his heart. This was Prince Varis Kilvar, the middling highborn whelp whose ambitions had set into motion the nightmare of the Upheaval, and all the misery that had followed.
Leitos’s dagger came out, and he held it close to his hip. He took two strides before drawing up short. The snaky youth’s gaze passed him over as he brushed by. Leitos began to turn, thinking to bury his blade into the base of the prince’s skull, but suddenly knew there was no reason. This place, this moment, was not where anything had been broken. No more than the temple had been.
Leitos slowly sheathed his dagger and closed his eyes, and—
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
—found that raging sheets of fire had burned away every scrap of darkness. Somewhere behind him, lost amid roiling flames, he knew the spindle was tumbling on its axis, yanking the fraying cord back and forth. With a desperate grab, Leitos caught the cord and pulled himself along. As he went, it grew thinner ... thinner ... until it was no wider than a few threads. Three threads, he thought, and sank into them a short distance from where they began, or ceased to be, and there he—
 
 
~ ~ ~
 
 
—found himself under a bright sun. Dancing lazily in a soft breeze, tall green grass and blooming flowers surrounded him. There was a scent in the air, an indescribable freshness, as if it had never been so much as breathed. It had been, at least a little, for birds swooped high and low, and bees lit upon swaying blossoms. In the distance, halfway up a hill, a herd of animals grazed.
Closer by, a clear stream ran chuckling over rocks. Beside the stream, three people stood holding hands around the pearlescent shape of a woman. They turned toward him, their lips parted in astonishment. They wore simple robes. Blue for the woman, crimson and amber for the men. In their faces, Leitos saw Peropis’s flawlessness ... yet magnified a thousand and a thousand times over.
By no choice of his own, he dropped down and pressed his face to the ground. Tears dripped from his eyes, falling like dew upon the sweet grass under his nose, and he knew they were tears of gladness.
“Rise and look upon us.” The voice was sweet, soothing, and he knew it straight away. Come to me, she said within his mind, and was gone.
After much struggle, he obeyed. When his gaze fell on them, he began to tremble, but he did not look away.
The woman could have been Peropis’s twin, save that her hair was a rich black instead of silver-white, and there was no menace in her clear blue eyes. The red-robed man beside her was stern of face, dark of hair, and his eyes were a clear hazel, like Belina’s. The man in amber stood tall and bluff-featured, and his short hair shone bright as spun gold. His eyes were as emeralds, so like Zera’s and Nola’s.
Instinctively, Leitos knew they were gods, the children of Pa’amadin. The Three. Hiphkos the Contemplator, the Leviathan. Attandaeus the Blood Hawk, the Watcher Who Judges. Memokk the Bull, the Vanquisher.
“Has our father sent you?” Attandaeus asked doubtfully.
Leitos tried to answer, but made a croaking noise instead. He cleared his throat, and chanced a second attempt. “No,” he managed, and pointed at Hiphkos. “She did.”
The two men looked at their sister. “What is the meaning of this?” asked Memokk.
“I would know the same,” Hiphkos said, puzzled.
Leitos had no true answer, and let his gaze wander to the shimmering figure of the woman the Three had been standing around. That figure had not yet moved. “If you intend to name your daughter Peropis,” he said slowly, “you should end her now.”
“End her?” Memokk said, looking uncertain.
Leitos swallowed, and made it clear as he knew how. “Kill her, or she and all the children you create afterward will become abominations in the eyes of your father. If you go forward in making her, she will be the reason for your deaths, and—” he hesitated, spread his hands as if to encompass the whole of the world “—she will become the Bane of all Creation.”
Before they could demand it, he told them of his life, and the lives of those he had loved. They listened patiently, as he described the golden spindle. They seemed taken aback when he mentioned what little he knew of the Powers of Creation, and how at some point in the future, they would give up those powers as a final act of contrition. He spoke of Mahk’lar, Alon’mahk’lar, and even Na’mihn’teghul, though he did not mention that he himself was such a creature, a demon-born. In truth, he still was not sure he believed it. And by no measure was he ready to accept it. When they asked questions, he answered as best he could. In time, silence fell among them.
At length, Hiphkos said, “We must speak with our father.”
Leitos could not help but chuckle. “I wish you luck in getting answers from the Silent God of All.”
The Three looked among themselves as if he were daft, then they were gone, leaving him to wonder at their vanishing, and later to consider that he was alone with the being that might still become Peropis, if they did not believe him.
While he waited, the sun climbed high, and then began its westward descent. He drank from the stream and found it sweet and unspoiled. Occasionally he looked at the shimmering figure of Peropis, and wondered if his dagger would harm her. Here, the idea of killing was loathsome, so instead he sat in the grass, then lay on his back and watched the passing of high thin clouds.
In time, his thoughts turned to his father and Ba’Sel, Belina and Nola, Ulmek and Sumahn, and all the others who had come with him from Yato. He struggled to block the visions of his father’s death, and the memory of his impaled companions. Thinking of that, he felt ghost pains running through the center of him. Are any of the others alive? he thought, and then, Would I want them to be, in that place, with Peropis and all her demon-born?
No, was only one answer, and he realized he never wanted to go back. If it came to it, perhaps he could trap himself here, as Kian had trapped himself in his own sweet memory. How long he could hide from Peropis was anyone’s guess, but any amount of time would be better than returning to that impaling spike.
But it would only be better for him, not his friends. He knew he would have to return to those he left behind. What he would be able do for them was uncertain, but at least he could suffer and die with them, rather than abandon them. A grim choice, but one he was willing to make.
Leitos’s eyes were drooping, and a blush had colored the sky, before the Three returned. At Hiphkos’s beckoning, he came before them once more.
“We have spoken with our father. Among other things, he found it amusing that you would name him the ‘Silent God.’ Be that as it may, although we do not understand how the things you told us can be true, we believe the possibility exists that those terrible things could come to pass.”
Leitos waited, but she said no more. He asked, “What do you intend?”
Hiphkos seemed to struggle with some inner turmoil. “It is too late to kill the spirit of our daughter.”
Leitos’s heart fell. “Then this has all been for nothing.”
Attandaeus held up a restraining finger. “We cannot kill her, but there is another way.” Like Hiphkos, he seemed hesitant to speak aloud what troubled him.
“Tell me,” Leitos invited, displaying far more patience than he felt.
“This other option has consequences,” Memokk warned. As had his siblings, the Bull went still, a frown creasing his brow.
Leitos waited. His entire existence had been marked by costs and misfortunes of one sort or another, most of them damaging to his person, as well as to his soul. Surely another could not hurt.
Hiphkos’s brothers looked to her. “We cannot kill our daughter,” she said again, “but we can ... unmake her.”
That doesn’t sound so bad. “When do you begin?” Leitos asked, for their sakes tempering his eagerness. To them, Peropis was as yet unborn and uncorrupted. They had not lived in fear of her, had not suffered the torturous nightmare of her rule.
“Should we do this deed,” Attandaeus said slowly, “there will be a steep price.”
“You said as much before.”
As the Three looked among themselves again, a tendril of worry began crawling through Leitos’s insides.
Hiphkos broke the silence. “To be rid of Peropis, we must unmake her. And to do that would unmake everything she would ever touch in the future.”
Leitos nodded. “I understand why that would trouble you, but ... you are the Three. You can create again.”
“We can and we will, of course, for that is the purpose our father has placed in our hearts.” She smiled and waved a hand toward the coming night’s first faint stars. “Between the darkness of the stars, unborn worlds await our will.”
While the thought was wondrous, Leitos had no cares for other worlds. “Then why delay? Be rid of Peropis.”
Attandaeus stepped closer. “We delay, Leitos, because you, and all you have known, are things Peropis would eventually touch, if we give her life. To unmake our daughter is to unmake you ... and all that you know.”
Leitos felt as if he were floating, until his backside collided with the ground. He sat quietly while the Three looked on him. The enormity of what they had said grew larger by the moment. On the face of it, unmaking him was not his greatest concern, but rather that all those he had loved would also cease to be.... But then, neither would they know pain and loss.
“Is there any chance that I will be born again, one day?”
“There is no way to know,” Hiphkos said, joining her brother’s side. Memokk came next, completing a loose arc around him.
“Once you are gone,” Attandaeus said, “even the memory of you will vanish from us.”
Leitos shook his head. “Then how do you know you won’t make the same mistake? How do you know that the moment Peropis and I are gone, you won’t turn right around and remake her?”
“Because of what you have told us, we have chosen to relinquish the power needed to create beings of spirit alone, those like us and ... Peropis, she who was to be our first of many daughters.”
That eased his mind, but he still had to decide if he could agree to removing all that he knew, even himself, from existence. Is no life at all better than a life spent under Peropis’s rule?
While he considered, the Three moved to the glimmering figure of his adversary. They formed three points of a triangle around Peropis. When they joined hands, he asked, “Do I have a choice?”
Hiphkos smiled wanly. “Do you really want one?”
Leitos swallowed. “Yes. Of course.”
“Then tell us your will, Leitos Valara,” the Three intoned. “Shall we unmake our daughter, or no?”
In his mind, he saw Belina twining yellowed blades of grass into a thin braid. Where had that been?
And then he remembered the night Ba’Sel had fled, when it still seemed possible that a few ragged warriors could free the folk of Zuladah and raise an army to defeat Peropis.
Considering it now, he saw that there had never been a chance for creatures of flesh to defeat foes who could pass freely from the world of the dead back into the world of the living. An army such as that could simply die and come back, unceasingly. Over time, they would whittle away humankind, until none remained.
He had only one answer for the Three, but could not speak it aloud. With his eyes and throat burning, he nodded to them, and they turned their attention to the half-made form of Peropis. They said nothing, but Peropis’s pearlescent shape began to fade to dark gray.
Leitos watched and waited, and in his mind he saw Belina smiling at him. And as the world before his eyes took on the same shade of gray as Peropis, he wondered why his last thoughts were for Belina, and not Zera.




Epilogue
 
 
 
The three mercenaries drew rein a league north of Krevar. Distance could not diminish the greatest fortress of Aradan. Each of its four walls measured a mile in length, and stood over a hundred feet above the dusty floor of the Kaliayth Desert. Off to the west, a hazed green line marked the edge of the Qaharadin Marshes.
Hazad gulped a mouthful of jagdah, then wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “We’ve had some fine adventures, but I’m not so sure about this one.”
Azuri looked up from cleaning his fingernails with the tip of a dagger. “Afraid of a woman, are you?”
Hazad snorted. “She is no mere woman.”
“Coward,” Azuri drawled.
Kian suppressed a smile. As often as the two squabbled, and as different as they looked from one another, they were as close as brothers. The three of them had been together since they were all starving urchins scuttling through the treacherous streets of Marso. A long time ago, that had been, but it seemed like yesterday.
“There’s still time to turn back,” Hazad said to Kian.
Kian gazed at a particular tower rising another hundred feet above the northern wall. Under the early morning sunlight, the Sister’s Tower looked like a pillar of gold, and brought to mind his favorite refrain. “Gold speaks with a powerful voice—too powerful by far to pass up on such an easy task as guarding this woman on her way to the Isle of Rida.”
“Yes, well,” Hazad grumped, “you said much the same last summer, when you almost got us into the service of that crazed princeling.”
Kian winced inwardly at that. A plague of doomsayers had been running all across Aradan then, and most prominent among them were the Madi’yin, the begging brothers who partook huge quantities of swatarin to induce apocalyptic visions of the future. There had been nothing new in the priests’ behavior, but their dire prophecies had seemed to be coming to pass after the three moons joined together in the night sky, forming a strange and baleful eye that cast a pestilent light over the world.
For many weeks, the Three had remained locked together during their nightly journey, and fear had slowly bred panic. So much so, that even highborn had started believing the end was nigh. In Aradan, the most prominent among them had been Prince Varis Kilvar. The foppish princeling had gathered about him a score of high priests, and determined that he and they must venture across the realm to spread word of the impending doom.
“Lowborn are as dumb animals,” Varis had told Kian at their clandestine meeting in the Chalice, his eyes fever-bright with conviction. “It has fallen on me alone to show them their foolishness, and teach them how to spare themselves from the consequences of their blind idiocy.”
As far as Kian was concerned highborn, no matter their upbringing, were often just as witless and easily deceived as lowborn. For himself, gold spoke louder than caution, and if the puffed-up fool of a boy wanted to enrich a mercenary to appease his own deluded vanities, who was Kian Valara to argue?
But then, a few days before Kian was to join Prince Varis on his grand quest, the Three had begun drawing apart, all without any of the begging brothers’ terrible visions coming to pass.
As is often the way of such things, the Madi’yin claimed that some few of their order had misread the signs, and began searching for different truths. The common folk went back to their labors, and to secretly looking for the next calamitous threat to upset their lives.
Prince Varis Kilvar, though, had a harder time letting go of what must have become to him a virtuous and predestined purpose.
For two days and two nights, he strode from one end of Edaer’s Wall to the other, raving ceaselessly at the sentries, who listened only because they had no choice in the matter. Varis told them that while they had escaped one doom, surely worse disasters must soon befall the world of men. And to appease the unknown makers of the next catastrophe he, Prince Varis Kilvar, had determined that all men must make sacrifices.
Neither the manner of those sacrifices, nor their benefit, was ever disclosed, for at dusk of what would have been the third night of Varis’s ranting, he quite suddenly fell into despondency. The guards on duty that evening later claimed the prince had sat himself upon the edge of a parapet, and began softly lamenting that no one was listening to him, and that no one cared enough about their own demise to take the necessary measures to right the uncertain and most assuredly bleak future.
Had he been at the boy’s side, Kian could have told Varis that his misery was unfounded, because he had met plenty of fever-eyed folk who were eager to join the prince’s mad crusade. So ready, in truth, that at his command they would eagerly slaughter every last denier of the truth, if that was what it took to appease the mysterious forces behind the impending, if unknown, cataclysm.
But that evenfall Kian hadn’t been at Prince Varis Kilvar’s side. Instead, he had been carousing with Hazad and Azuri in the Chalice which, admittedly, was a festering privy pit at the edge of Ammathor, a place where the only things more prevalent than wine were whores and urchins, a place where men died appalling deaths every day with the sound of laughter in their ears. Yes, it was a den of debauchery, but at least in the Chalice, misery was real enough to see and touch. That could not be said of the invisible misfortunes created out of nothing by deluded minds.
And so, as darkness fell over the King’s City and Edaer’s Wall, Prince Varis Kilvar had sacrificed himself for the uncaring many.
More than once since then, Kian had wondered if Varis regretted his choice, as he hurtled through three hundred feet of open air before slamming into the ground below. In a way, Kian hoped not. The princeling’s beliefs might have been unfounded, perhaps even insane, but to lose your beliefs at the end of your existence, when there was no chance of turning back, was no small matter.
Of course, the better option was to accept that you had misled yourself and others before it was too late. In regard to Prince Varis, Kian supposed he would never know what answers the princeling had found, if any, before he met his crushing end.
“Well, what is your choice?” Hazad asked impatiently. “Do we turn around, seek out some greedy merchant willing to risk his life for a few extra coppers by crossing a desert plagued by bloodthirsty bands of Bashye, or do we go to Krevar and find this Sister of Najihar, and take her to the Isle of Rida?”
Kian felt as if something were shifting inside him. It was a strange feeling, but not entirely troubling. It seemed not so much that he were turning away from some unfathomable peril, but rather that he was turning toward.... Destiny, perhaps?
“We’ve not seen the sea for a long time,” Kian said, wondering if some of the prince’s madness had worn off on him. It must have, if he could actually contemplate something as vague as destiny so soon after considering Varis’s selfsame follies.
“So you choose the woman,” Azuri said, looking relieved, as if he, too, had felt that enigmatic shifting inside himself.
Despite all his previous complaining, Hazad abruptly smiled through his wild beard braids and raised his skin of jagdah. “To the sea, then, and to feisty women!”
Laughing, Kian heeled his mount toward Krevar and their waiting charge, Sister Ellonlef Khala. Traveling with a woman, and one he had heard was fair to look upon, would make for a welcome change after so many long and perilous seasons spent wielding a sword. Yes, a welcome change indeed.
 
 
 
So ends the final tale of
Heirs of the Fallen
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